




 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 

Feb. 6, 2019 
 
MEMORANDUM 
 

 

TO: N.C. Marine Fisheries Commission  

FROM: Stephanie McInerny, License and Statistics Section Chief 
 

SUBJECT: Status of Rule Development to Clarify Standard Commercial Fishing License 
Transfers 

 
Issue 
Concern has been raised about third-party transfers (e.g., Craigslist) of Standard Commercial Fishing 
Licenses (SCFLs) allowing individuals to get a license without going through the eligibility board. 
At the November 2018 Marine Fisheries Commission meeting, proposed amendments to the SCFL 
rule (15A NCAC 03O .0108) were presented that added language to allow transfers of SCFLs or 
Retired SCFLs under specific circumstances in addition to those defined in statute (G.S. 113-168.2). 
Concern was raised about several of the proposed amendments to the rule due to potential loopholes 
in enforcement. Division staff further reviewed the draft language in more depth and are presenting a 
second version of the rule. 
 
Findings 

• The authorizing statute only recognizes five circumstances as a legal basis for completion of 
a transfer of these licenses. Additionally, the statute delegates to the commission the 
authority to establish in rule additional circumstances under which a transfer is allowed. 

• There were two proposed amendments to the draft rule presented in November to further 
facilitate transfers that could move forward, as previously presented, to public comment 
within the rulemaking process. Those were: 

1. Adding additional family members to the immediate family definition to allow 
grandparents, grandchildren, and legal guardians to be eligible for a SCFL or 
Retired SCFL transfer since they are recognized in the SCFL eligibility criteria 
rule (15A NCAC 03O .0404); and 

2. Confirming the presence of a certification statement from the transferee that affirms 
the information provided to the division is true and accurate, which is already 
required for any transfer, but not explicitly stated in rule. 

• The remaining proposed amendments were potentially ambiguous and may create loopholes 
with regards to processing license transfers; therefore, those amendments were removed from 
the draft rule. Potentially ambiguous amendments included: 

1. Adding business to business transfers between businesses owned by the same 
person; 

2. Adding owner to business and business to owner transfers; and 



 

 
 

3. Adding transfer of a SCFL or Retired SCFL from an entity without a vessel only if 
retiring and the licensee provides required documentation for retirement. 

 
Action Needed 
No action by the commission is needed at this time. Staff appreciates the commission’s feedback 
on the status of proposed amendments to the rule (see attached).  
 
Overview 
The draft rule presented today (attached) only includes the two proposed amendments that are ready 
to move forward. This version of the rule will be included in the commission’s 2019-2020 package 
of rules for readoption under the Periodic Review and Expiration of Existing Rules that will be voted 
on by the commission at its May 2019 meeting to begin the rulemaking process. 
 
Further details on the needs of stakeholders would need to be collected before additional 
amendments to the transfer rule could be undertaken.   
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On the Legislative Front

The 2018 midterm elections on the Atlantic coast 
featured contests for eleven governors, eleven U.S. 
Senators, and every Member of the U.S. House on 
November 6, 2018. All nine of ASMFC’s Legislative 
Commissioners on ballots won their election contests.  

Governor
Eleven Atlantic coast states held elections for governor. 
Seven incumbents sought reelection and won. In the 
remaining four states of Maine, Connecticut, Florida 
and Georgia, new governors will be sworn-in. However, 
Georgia’s contest between Stacey Abrams (D) and 
Brian Kemp (R) to replace term-limited Governor 
Nathan Deal (R) remains contested.  

ASMFC Legislative Commissioners/
State Legislatures
Four Atlantic state legislative chambers flipped from 
Republican to Democratic majorities: Maine’s Senate, 
New Hampshire’s House and Senate, and New York’s 
Senate. In the Connecticut Senate, Democrats won 
control and broke last session’s 18-18 split majority. 

U.S. Senate 
U.S. Senate election contests were held in eleven 
Atlantic coast states, with the incumbent seeking 
reelection and winning in ten. The Florida contest 
between incumbent Bill Nelson (D) and Sen Rick Scott 
(R) is still being contested. Senate Republicans picked 
up at least one seat and hold a 51-47 majority, which 
includes Senators Bernie Sanders (I-VT) and Angus King 
(I-ME) who caucus with Democrats.

U.S. House of Representatives
In the U.S. House, nearly a quarter (104) of the 
chamber’s membership from the 115th Congress 
won’t return next year (the most since 1992). 
Democrats control a 232-198 advantage with four 
races still undecided. Member and staff changes on 
the House Natural Resources and Appropriations 
Committees will have an immediate impact on federal 
fisheries policy and appropriations. 

For more information, please contact Deke Tompkins, 
Legislative Executive Assistant, at dtompkins@asmfc.org.

*published 11/16/2018

2018 Midterm Elections Update
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the Governor’s appointment and continues to serve 
to this day without fail. As Governor Appointee, Mr. 
Miller continues to chair management boards and has 
been a regular visitor to Capitol Hill, keeping staffers 
apprised of important developments in Delaware and 
at the Commission. At one such meeting with former 
Congressman Carney’s staff, Mr. Miller expressed his 
concern about funding shortfalls that resulted in the 
discontinuance of the Mid-Atlantic Horseshoe Crab 
Trawl Survey. That meeting and others that followed 
ultimately led to the restoration of the survey’s funding 
in 2016. The survey is now supported by Senators and 
Representatives throughout the Mid-Atlantic; the survey’s third consecutive year was completed this October. 

Throughout his four decades of service, Mr. Miller has distinguished himself by his dedication to the Commission’s management 
process. An insightful and respectful debater, and one of the most collegial Commissioners, Mr. Miller has consistently sought 
compromise instead of contention. These traits, combined with his long and meritorious record of accomplishments and dedication to 
sustainable fisheries management, make him a most worthy award recipient.

The Commission instituted the Hart Award in 1991 to recognize individuals who have made outstanding efforts to improve Atlantic 
coast marine fisheries. The Hart Award is named for one of the Commission’s longest serving members, Captain David H. Hart, from the 
State of New Jersey, who dedicated himself to the advancement and protection of marine fishery resources.

ROY W. MILLER continued from page 1

Happy 
Holidays!

Roy (center) with past Award recipients (from left): Pat Augustine, Ritchie White, 
David Borden and Jack Travelstead



 
 

 
 
 

 
 

 
Feb.6, 2019 

 
MEMORANDUM 
 

 

TO: Marine Fisheries Commission  

FROM: Chris Batsavage, Special Assistant for Councils 
SUBJECT: Mid-Atlantic Fishery Management Council Meeting Summary-Dec. 10-13, 2018 

 
Issue 
This memo informs the Marine Fisheries Commission of the issues discussed and actions taken by 
the Mid-Atlantic Fishery Management Council. 
 
Findings 

• The memo highlights management actions of particular interest to the Marine Fisheries 
Commission. 

• Additional information about the meeting can be found in the Mid-Atlantic Fishery 
Management Council meeting report and news release in the briefing book. 

 
Action Needed 
For informational purposes only, no action is needed at this time. 
 
Overview 
The Mid-Atlantic Fishery Management Council met on Dec. 10-13, 2018 in Annapolis, MD.  
The council met jointly with the Atlantic States Marine Fisheries Commission’s Summer 
Flounder, Scup, and Black Sea Bass Management Board to discuss several topics related to 
management of summer flounder, scup, and black sea bass.  Highlights of the management 
actions taken by the council are discussed below.  
 
Summer Flounder Commercial Issues Amendment 
The council and board moved to postpone final action on the Summer Flounder Commercial 
Issues Amendment until their joint February 2019 meeting, but that meeting was recently 
cancelled due to the ongoing federal government shutdown.  The public comments received on 
commercial allocations were divided, so there was not an option in the amendment that would 
satisfy everyone.  A motion was made to allow states to submit additional allocation options for 
consideration at the next meeting, but it narrowly failed.  However, this motion could be made 
again at a subsequent meeting.  As such, it is uncertain when final action will occur and if so, 
what preferred options will be selected by the council and board.     
 



 

 
 

 
2019 Recreational Summer Flounder Management Measures 
The council and board delayed setting 2019 recreational summer flounder management measures 
until their February 2019 meeting due to the timing of the benchmark stock assessment for this 
species.  However, the council’s February meeting was cancelled, and the stock assessment 
results will not be ready next month due to the ongoing federal government shutdown.  The 
council and board need the stock assessment results to determine the most appropriate 
management measures. 
 
2019 Recreational Black Sea Bass Management Measures 
The council and board recommended maintaining the 2018 federal waters recreational 
management measures in 2019 north of Cape Hatteras (May 15-Dec. 31 open season, 12.5-inch 
minimum size limit and a 15-fish possession limit).  The council and board also recommended 
that if state waters regulations do not constrain harvest to the recreational harvest limit, then the 
federal waters regulations north of Cape Hatteras will be a May 15 – Sept. 15 open season, 14-
inch minimum size limit and a 5-fish possession limit.  States also have the option to open their 
recreational black sea bass fishery in February with a 12.5-inch minimum size limit and 15-fish 
bag limit as long as they modify their regulations later in the year to account for the harvest in 
February.  North Carolina elected to open the recreational black sea bass season north of Cape 
Hatteras in February and will delay reopening the season in May to account for the harvest.   
 
Summer Flounder, Scup, and Black Sea Bass Framework on Conservation Equivalency, 
Block Island Sound Transit, and Slot Limits 
The council and board took final action on a framework and addendum that allows conservation 
equivalency (state or region-specific management) for black sea bass starting in 2020, slot limits 
for the recreational summer flounder and black sea bass fisheries, and federal waters transit in 
Block Island Sound (Rhode Island) when state and federal regulations for summer flounder, scup 
and black sea bass differ.  Conservation equivalency means that federal regulations are waived 
for the state regulations once NOAA Fisheries determines that the state regulations are 
equivalent to coast wide regulations—this has been in place for summer flounder since 2001.  
Allowing slot limits for the recreational summer flounder and black sea bass fisheries include the 
use of regular slot limits, split slot limits, and trophy fish.  However, these are additional 
management tools that may not be implemented any given year.   
 
Upcoming Meeting 
The next regularly scheduled meeting of the Mid-Atlantic Fishery Management Council on Feb. 
11-14 at the Hilton Virginia Beach Oceanfront in Virginia Beach, VA was cancelled due to the 
ongoing federal government shutdown.  The meeting was tentatively rescheduled for March 6-7 
at the same location.   
 
 



 

December 2018 Council Meeting Summary 
December 10-13, 2018 

Annapolis, Maryland 

The following summary highlights actions taken and issues considered at the Mid-Atlantic Fishery Management 
Council’s December 2018 meeting in Annapolis, MD. Presentations, briefing materials, and webinar recordings 
are available on the Council website at www.mafmc.org/briefing/december-2018.   

Summer Flounder, Scup, and Black Sea Bass 2019 Recreational Specifications 
The Council met jointly with the Atlantic States Marine Fisheries Commission’s Summer Flounder, Scup, and 
Black Sea Bass Board (Board) to develop recreational specifications for summer flounder, scup, and black sea 
bass for 2019. 

Black Sea Bass 
The Council and Board reviewed recent recreational fishery performance and recommendations from the 
Monitoring Committee, Advisory Panel, and staff for 2019 recreational black sea bass management measures. 
To achieve the 2019 recreational harvest limit of 3.66 million pounds, the Council and Board agreed to maintain 
status quo recreational management measures in federal waters. These include a 12.5-inch total length 
minimum fish size, a 15 fish possession limit, and a May 15 - December 31 open season. The Council and Board 
also agreed that if the states do not take appropriate action to ensure harvest does not exceed the 2019 
recreational harvest limit, a set of backstop measures including a 14 inch minimum fish size, a 5 fish possession 
limit, and a May 15 - September 15 open season should be implemented in federal waters and in all state waters 
from Maine through North Carolina, north of Cape Hatteras. The Board will approve proposals for state 
measures during their February 2019 meeting. States have the option of opening their recreational black sea 
bass fisheries in state and federal waters from February 1-28, 2019 with a 12.5 inch minimum fish size and 15 
fish bag limit. 

Scup 
The Council and Board reviewed recent recreational fishery performance and recommendations from the 
Monitoring Committee, Advisory Panel, and staff for 2019 recreational scup management measures.  To achieve 
the 2019 recreational harvest limit of 7.37 million pounds, the Council and Board agreed to maintain status quo 
recreational management measures in federal waters. These include a 9-inch total length minimum fish size, a 
50 fish possession limit, and a year-round open season. The Board voted to continue their regional approach to 
recreational scup management in state waters. The Board will approve proposals for state measures during their 
February 2019 meeting. 

Summer Flounder  
The Council and Board reviewed recent recreational fishery performance for summer flounder, and a planned 
schedule for reviewing and responding to the recent benchmark stock assessment. This assessment was peer 
reviewed in November 2018, and the assessment report will be finalized in early 2019. Due to this timing, the 
Council and Board will delay adopting 2019 recreational management measures until their joint February 2019 
meeting in Virginia Beach, VA, where they will also consider revisions to the 2019 summer flounder recreational 
harvest limit.  

http://www.mafmc.org/briefing/december-2018
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Summer Flounder, Scup, and Black Sea Bass Framework on Conservation Equivalency, 
Block Island Sound Transit, and Slot Limits 
After reviewing public comments and a draft impacts analysis, the Council and Board took final action on a joint 
framework and addendum for summer flounder, scup, and black sea bass. They agreed to allow use of 
conservation equivalency in the recreational black sea bass fishery in future years, starting in 2020. The Board 
and Council will annually decide whether to use conservation equivalency for black sea bass, which would allow 
federal waters recreational management measures to be waived and instead require anglers to abide by the 
measures of the state where they land their catch. They also recommended that non-federally permitted 
recreational and commercial vessels be allowed to transit federal waters in Block Island Sound while in 
possession of summer flounder, scup, and black sea bass legally harvested from state waters. They 
recommended that such transit be allowed in the same area as the existing striped bass transit zone. Lastly, the 
Council agreed to modify their Summer Flounder, Scup, and Black Sea Bass Fishery Management Plan to allow 
for a maximum size limit to be used in the recreational fisheries for summer flounder and black sea bass. This 
will allow for the use of regular slot limits, split slot limits, and trophy fish. It is important to emphasize that 
decisions regarding black sea bass conservation equivalency and slot limits provide additional “tools in the 
toolbox” and do not implement these measures for any particular fishing year.  

Summer Flounder Commercial Issues Amendment  
The Council and Board moved to postpone final action on the Summer Flounder Commercial Issues Amendment 
until their joint February 2019 meeting. The groups considered a motion that would have established a deadline 
for states to submit proposals for additional commercial allocation options, to be considered at the February 
meeting; however, this motion did not pass. The Council and Board then voted to postpone selecting preferred 
alternatives for all amendment issues (revisions to FMP objectives, federal permit requalification, commercial 
allocation, and landings flexibility framework provisions) until February. Additional information about this 
decision is available here. 

2019 Stock Assessment and Catch Limit Specification Timing 
The Council and Board discussed potential timelines for the scheduled stock assessments and the catch limit 
specification setting process in 2019 for summer flounder, scup, black sea bass, and bluefish. At their joint 
meeting in February 2019, the Council and Board will receive the results of the 2018 peer review of the summer 
flounder benchmark stock assessment and will recommend revised 2019 commercial and recreational catch 
limits and set new specifications for 2020-2021. Operational stock assessment updates are scheduled in 2019 
for scup, black sea bass, and bluefish. These operational assessment updates will incorporate recent survey 
information, commercial catch (harvest and discards) data and the revised time series of recreational catch data 
from the Marine Recreational Information Program (MRIP). The Council and Board agreed to delay the 
completion of these operational assessment updates to ensure the most recent information available (i.e. 
through 2018) will be incorporated to help inform stock status and set specifications. Under the agreed-to 
schedule, the operational assessment updates and peer review will take place in July 2019, and the Council and 
Board will set new 2020-2021 commercial and recreational catch limits for all three species in October 2019.  

Revised Stock Assessment Process 
The Northeast Fisheries Science Center (NEFSC) updated the Council and Board on recently approved changes 
to the stock assessment process and long-term scheduling for Mid-Atlantic and New England stocks. After two 
years of development, these changes were approved by the Northeast Regional Coordinating Council (NRCC), 
whose primary responsibility is to set stock assessment priorities and schedules and consists of leadership from 
the Mid-Atlantic and New England Councils, the Atlantic States Marine Fisheries Commission (ASMFC), the 
Greater Atlantic Regional Fisheries Office (GARFO), and the NEFSC. This new process will improve the quality of 
stock assessments in the region, will allow for greater flexibility and improvements to stock assessments within 

http://www.mafmc.org/newsfeed/2018/final-action-on-summer-flounder-commercial-issues-amendment-postponed-until-february-2019
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a defined process, and will provide for a more strategic and longer-term planning process for research and 
staffing demands.  

Summer Flounder Management Strategy Evaluation (MSE) Presentation 
Dr. Gavin Fay (University of Massachusetts Dartmouth) and Dr. Jason McNamee (RI DEM Division of Marine 
Fisheries) presented an interim report on their Council-funded Management Strategy Evaluation (MSE) to test 
potential outcomes of different management approaches for the recreational summer flounder fishery. A 
simulation model is being developed to demonstrate the relative value of an F-based management approach to 
developing recreational fishing measures compared to the typical approach of evaluating prior year performance 
and modifying measures annually to constrain recreational harvest to the annual limit. The MSE will also 
evaluate the effects of accounting for uncertainty in the recreational estimates when adjusting recreational 
measures.  A final report from this project is expected in late winter 2019.  

Black Sea Bass Amendment and Review of Progress on ASMFC Strategic Plan for Black 
Sea Bass 
The Council and Board reviewed past discussions related to an amendment to the black sea bass FMP, as well as 
a strategic plan developed by Board members for reforming black sea bass recreational management. The 
Board’s strategic plan addresses broad issues for black sea bass recreational management, including annual 
variability in management measures and equity in regional harvest opportunities. The Council and Board agreed 
that initiation of a joint black sea bass amendment is not needed at this time. They instead agreed to form a 
working group of Monitoring and Technical Committee, Council, and Board members to further develop and 
analyze potential approaches for improving stability in recreational management measures from year to year. 

Risk Policy Framework: Next Steps 
Dr. Doug Lipton (NOAA Fisheries) and Dr. Cyrus Teng (University of Maryland) provided the Council with the final 
results of a management strategy evaluation (MSE) that analyzed the economic impacts of different risk policy 
harvest control rules in the summer flounder fishery. The results indicate statistically significant differences in 
the total net economic benefits between the different control rule alternatives that were evaluated. These 
differences are highly influenced by the starting condition of the summer flounder biomass with lower catch 
and, therefore, lower net economic benefit for some harvest control rules when stock biomass is below the 
biomass at maximum sustainable yield (BMSY). The Council then discussed potential next steps to complete the 
risk policy framework action that was initiated in 2017. The Council decided to re-evaluate and reconsider the 
control rule alternatives, both existing and potentially new alternatives, with the results from all available 
analyses that consider both biological and economic factors. It is anticipated that the Council will take final action 
on the risk policy framework in 2019. Also scheduled for 2019, as part of the risk assessment review, the Council 
will review and provide feedback on a decision document the Council’s Scientific and Statistical Committee (SSC) 
would use when defining the appropriate level of uncertainty to be applied to the Overfishing Limit (OFL).  

Collaborative Research Update 
The Council and Board received a report and meeting summary as a result of the Research Steering Committee 
webinar held on November 27, 2018. The report detailed the Committee requests for staff and 
recommendations to the Council. Through consensus, the Council recommended that staff formalize the 
“program approach,” which will detail how the program will follow steps from setting priorities to utilizing 
project results in a transparent document that defines the role of the Research Steering Committee and that 
RSA Program Review/Development be added to possible additions in the 2019 Implementation Plan. 

Law Enforcement Workshop Report 
The Council received a report on the Law Enforcement/For-Hire Workshop held November 13-14, 2018. This 
workshop addressed several topics, including: (1) Operator versus angler (client) responsibility for fisheries 











 

 
 

comment received at the meeting before taking final action on the amendment. The North 
Carolina delegation took issue with the selected preferred alternative or Action 2 which would 
add a January – February component to the May – August deepwater species season. Concern 
was raised that the addition of the January – February season risked an early closure by allowing 
Florida access to the resource during a time of the year where North Carolina has little to access 
due to poor weather and low fishing effort. This would create the potential for Florida to land all 
or most of the Annual Catch Limit before the May – August season, possibly triggering an early 
closure to the fishery. There was considerable discussion about this issue and the seasonality 
differences between Florida and North Carolina in the blue line tilefish fishery. The council 
decided to postpone taking final action on Actions 1 – 3 (establish deep water species aggregate, 
adjust the deep water species season, and specify bag limits for deep water aggregate species) 
and consider state or regional allocations for the deep water recreational fisheries at a later 
meeting. Actions approved for Secretarial Review include modify the current 20-fish aggregate 
bag limit to include no more than 10 fish of any species and removal of the recreational size limit 
for queen, silk, and blackfin snapper.  
 
Red Grouper 
The red grouper assessment update in 2017 found the species was overfished* but overfishing* 
was not occurring. The finding of overfished status for red grouper triggered a statutory 
requirement to approve a rebuilding plan within two years to end overfishing. A recommendation 
by the Science and Statistical Committee to the Council for an Allowable Biological Catch level 
for red grouper has not been made because of a delay in the review of the updated assessment 
incorporating new recreational catch estimates. The council is expecting a recommendation be 
ready for the March 2019 meeting. Draft actions that the council has discussed to end overfishing 
include extending the spawning season closure off of North and South Carolina through May and 
setting the commercial trip limit to 200 pounds. 
 
Dolphin Wahoo 
In March 2018, the Mid Atlantic Fisheries Management Council sent a letter requesting that the 
South Atlantic Fishery Management Council consider management of bullet and frigate 
mackerel as forage species under the Dolphin Wahoo Fishery Management Plan. The Mid-
Atlantic Fishery Management Council recently developed a comprehensive forage fish 
amendment with the purpose of protecting forage species for their managed fisheries by 
establishing a trip limit and reporting requirement for species identified as forage. During final 
rule review, the National Marine Fisheries Service removed bullet and frigate mackerel from the 
list of forage species included in the amendment citing the lack of diet studies confirming that 
they are consumed by council-managed species prompting the request to the South Atlantic 
Fishery Management Council. The council discussed the merits of this request and reviewed diet 
information of dolphin and wahoo from North and South Carolina and considered the importance 
of bullet and frigate mackerel and other prey species as forage. The council instructed staff to 
develop a white paper with potential options for managing bullet and frigate mackerel as forage 
species and investigate the need for management of other prey species. The council will review 
this information at the March 2019 meeting. 
 
The council began work on Amendment 10 to the Dolphin Wahoo Fishery Management Plan 
that was previously postponed in 2016. The council reviewed actions that were included in the 
postponed amendment and discussed the addition of new items for consideration. Potential 



 

 
 

actions include revise the Accountability Measures for dolphin, modify the commercial and 
recreational Annual Catch Targets for dolphin, remove the requirement of possessing a Vessel 
Operator Card, allow bag limit sales of dolphin, reduce the dolphin recreational vessel limit to 
40-fish, modify gear, bait, and training requirements for the commercial longline fishery to 
compliment Highly Migratory Species longline requirements, and revise sector allocations for 
dolphin. The council will discuss these actions again at the March 2019 meeting and discuss 
timing of public scoping. 
 
For-Hire Electronic Reporting 
The council was updated on the timing and implementation of the for-hire electronic reporting 
program. All captains who have a federal for-hire permit will be required to submit weekly 
landings reports. The publishing of the final rule and implementation of the reporting 
requirements is expected by mid-2019. An in-person training was held during the December 
council meeting and additional trainings will be schedule in North Carolina throughout the first 
half of the year. 
 
Upcoming meeting 
The next meeting of the South Atlantic Fisheries Management Council will be March 4 – 8, 2019 
in Jekyll Island, GA. 
 
*Definitions 
Allowable Biological Catch - A term used by a management agency, which refers to the range of allowable catch 
for a species or species group. 
Overfishing – Occurs when the rate that fish that are harvested or killed exceeds a specific threshold. 
Overfished – Occurs when the spawning stock size of a population is below a specified threshold. This condition 
significantly reduces the stock’s reproductive capacity to replace fish removed by harvest. 
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DECEMBER 3-7, 2018 COUNCIL MEETING REPORT  
KITTY HAWK, NORTH CAROLINA 

 
The following summary highlights the major issues discussed and actions taken at the South 
Atlantic Fishery Management Council’s December 2018 meeting in Kitty Hawk, North Carolina. 
Briefing materials, presentations, and public comments are available on the Council’s website at:  
http://safmc.net/safmc-meetings/council-meetings/ 
 
Final Committee Reports contain more details of what was accomplished for each committee and are 
located on the December 2018 briefing book page.  In addition, the Summary of Motions on the 
Council’s website includes all motions from the meeting.  Read further details and see images and 
other links at the December 2018 Council Meeting Round-up Story Map: 
https://www.arcgis.com/apps/MapJournal/index.html?appid=073b19ccdf1540e78247f2b03e33724f 
The December 2018 Meeting Summary is also available at:  
http://safmc.net/download/Dec2018-SAFMC_MeetingSummaryFinal.pdf 
 

Issue: Action Taken: Schedule: 
Recreational 
Visioning 
Amendment 

Regulatory Amendment 26: reviewed & 
modified document, chose preferred 
alternatives, selected no action on 3 
actions and approved 3 actions for 
formal review: 
Selected No Action On: 
Action 1. Establish a deep-water species 
aggregate  
Alternative 1 (No Action). The following 
recreational Snapper Grouper aggregates are in 
place in the South Atlantic Region:  
• Snapper Aggregate: lane snapper, yellowtail 

snapper, gray snapper, mutton snapper, cubera 
snapper, queen snapper, blackfin snapper, and 
silk snapper.  

• Grouper and Tilefish Aggregate: gag, black 
grouper, red grouper, scamp, yellowfin grouper, 
yellowmouth grouper, red hind, rock hind, 
graysby, coney, sand tilefish, snowy grouper, 
misty grouper, yellowedge grouper, blueline 
tilefish, and golden tilefish.  

• 20-Fish Aggregate: whitebone porgy, jolthead 
porgy, knobbed porgy, saucereye porgy, scup, 
gray triggerfish, bar jack, almaco jack, banded 
rudderfish, lesser amberjack, white grunt, 
margate, sailor’s choice, and Atlantic spadefish.  

 

Revise document and send for 
formal review by the Secretary of 
Commerce based on guidance 
from the= the December 3-7, 2018 
meeting.  
Approved Actions: 
Action 4.  Remove the 12-inch fork length 
recreational minimum size limits for 
queen, silk, & blackfin snapper. 
Action 5. Reduce the recreational 
minimum size limit for gray triggerfish in 
the exclusive economic zone off east 
Florida to 12-inches fork length.  
Action 6. Modify the aggregate bag limit 
for the 20-fish aggregate –Specify no 
more than 10 fish can be of any one 
species within the 20-fish aggregate. 

SOUTH ATLANTIC FISHERY MANAGEMENT COUNCIL 
4055 Faber Place Drive, Suite 201, North Charleston SC 29405 
Call: (843) 571-4366 | Toll-Free: (866) SAFMC-10 | Fax: (843) 769-4520 | Connect: www.safmc.net 
 
 
Jessica McCawley, Chair | Mel Bell, Vice Chair 
Gregg T. Waugh, Executive Director  
 

http://safmc.net/safmc-meetings/council-meetings/
https://www.arcgis.com/apps/MapJournal/index.html?appid=073b19ccdf1540e78247f2b03e33724f
http://safmc.net/download/Dec2018-SAFMC_MeetingSummaryFinal.pdf
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Action 2. Specify the recreational season for 
the deep-water species aggregate  
Alternative 1 (No Action). Recreational fishing 
for blueline tilefish and snowy grouper is allowed 
from May 1 through August 31, annually. 
Recreational fishing for wreckfish is allowed 
from July 1 through August 31, annually. 
Recreational fishing for other deep-water species 
(misty grouper, yellowedge grouper, and golden 
tilefish) is allowed year-round. 
Action 3. Specify the aggregate bag limit for 
the deep-water species aggregate  
Alternative 1 (No Action). The following bag 
limits are in place for the grouper and tilefish 
aggregate and for wreckfish in the South Atlantic 
Region:  
• Grouper and Tilefish Aggregate Bag Limit: 

Three per person per day: gag1, black grouper1, 
red grouper, scamp, yellowfin grouper, 
yellowmouth grouper, red hind, rock hind, 
graysby, coney, sand tilefish, snowy grouper2, 
misty grouper, yellowedge grouper, blueline 
tilefish, and golden tilefish3.  

1Maximum of one gag or black grouper (but not both) 
per person per day  

2Maximum of one snowy grouper per vessel per day  
3Maximum of one golden tilefish per person per day  
• The recreational bag limit for wreckfish is one 

per vessel per day. 
Red Grouper Regulatory Amendment 30: discussed 

the AP comments, reviewed and 
modified the document, and approved all 
actions. 
• Revise the rebuilding schedule to the maximum 

time allowed (Tmax) which is 10 years ending 
in 2028 with 2019 = Year 1 

• Jan thru April no recreational or commercial 
harvest/possession/sale/purchase of any shallow-
water grouper (gag, black grouper, scamp, red 
grouper, yellowfin grouper, yellowmouth 
grouper, red hind, rock hind, grasby, or coney) 
and extend the closure off NC & SC for red 
grouper in May 

• Establish a commercial red grouper trip limit = 
200 pounds gutted weight 

Due to the timing of the SSC’s 
review of the updated stock 
assessment that incorporates 
revisions to the MRIP estimates, 
the Council requested that staff 
bring Regulator Amendment 30 
back at the March 2019 meeting 
for further review and 
consideration for final approval. 

Sea Turtle Release 
Gear & Framework 
Modification 

Regulatory Amendment 42 – the 
Council reviewed and approved the 
amendment for public hearings. 

A public hearing session will be 
held during the March 2019 
meeting. The Council will 
consider public comments and the 
need to modify the document.  

Allocation Review 
Trigger Plan 

This action would establish a policy that 
determines which triggers would 
automatically initiate a review of 
allocations. The Council reviewed 
options and provided guidance to staff 
on drafting an allocation trigger review 
policy. 

The Council will review a draft 
allocation trigger review policy for 
review at the March 2019 meeting. 
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Issue: Action Taken: Schedule: 
Yellowtail Snapper Regulatory Amendment 32: The Council 

reviewed comments on the proposal to 
modify the accountability measure as a 
short-term solution to the early closure 
of the commercial fishery. Based on 
public and AP input, the Council 
postponed consideration until after the 
next yellowtail snapper stock 
assessment. 

The Council will consider this 
amendment after the next 
yellowtail snapper stock 
assessment currently scheduled for 
completion in late 2019. The SSC 
will review in early 2020, and the 
Council will consider the results at 
the June 2020 meeting. 

Recreational 
Accountability 
Measures Amendment 

The Council provided guidance to staff 
on items in the document, indicated this 
amendment would only address snapper 
grouper and dolphin wahoo FMPs, and 
approved the amendment for scoping. 

Scoping meetings will be held 
prior to the March 2019 meeting. 

Vision Blueprint 
Biennial Evaluation 

The Council provided the following 
guidance: 
• Create a webpage/story map to update 

stakeholders on actions accomplished to-date 
and those left to be addressed and solicit their 
input.  

• Provide list of actions in the Vision Blueprint 
appendix that were not prioritized for 
development in 2016-2020 and provide to the 
Committee in 2019.  

• Also, during 2019, conduct a stakeholder survey 
once projects that are still under development 
are completed (e.g., best fishing practices 
amendment, recreational permit/stamp, etc.). 

• Provide evaluation of FMP objectives that was 
conducted in 2014 as part of the Visioning 
Project. Bring this material to the Committee at 
the March 2019 meeting.  

 

The Council directed staff to 
develop a webpage/story map to 
update stakeholders on progress to 
date on vision blueprint activities 
during 2016-2018 and bring to the 
committee in March or June 2019 
for approval. 
 

Characterization of 
the Commercial 
Snapper Grouper 
Fishery 

The Council requested additional 
details of the study be presented to 
inform discussions about the “2 for 1” 
permit reduction program. The Council 
requested the following: 

• What was the original intent/rationale of the 2 
for 1 program at its inception and was there a 
target number of permits specified?  

• Include a permit application in the March 2019 
briefing book  

• Bring back information to March 2019 meeting 
on total commercial ACL available to the 
commercial sector.  

• Consolidate a list of topics/questions to provide 
to the SERO Permits Office to include in 
presentation being requested for March 2019.  
 

The requested information will be 
presented at the March 2019 
meeting. The NMFS SERO 
permits office will also give a 
presentation at the March 2019 
meetng. 
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Issue: Action Taken: Schedule: 
Citizen Science 
Program 

The Council reviewed and approved the 
SOPPs which detail how the program 
will operate. They were also updated on 
the Scamp app to collect discard data for 
the next assessment and a new project to 
document the historical catch and length 
distribution for early headboat catches. 

Work will continue on the 
program and these two projects. 
The Scamp app will be available 
in January 2019. 

Dolphin Wahoo The Council discussed the Mid-Atlantic 
Council’s request that the South Atlantic 
Council manage bullet and frigate 
mackerel as important prey for dolphin 
and wahoo and provided guidance to 
staff. The Council also reviewed items 
for inclusion in Amendment 10 and 
provided guidance to staff: 
• Action 1. Revise the optimum yield (OY) 

definition for dolphin. 
• Action 2. Modify the recreational annual catch 

target (ACT) for dolphin. 
• Action 3. Establish a commercial annual catch 

target (ACT) for dolphin. 
• Action 4. Allow adaptive management of sector 

annual catch limits (ACLs) for dolphin. 
• Action 5. Revise the accountability measures 

for dolphin. 
• Action 6. Revise the acceptable biological catch 

(ABC) control rule for dolphin and wahoo. 
Action 6 was removed because it is addressed in 
another amendment. 

• Action 7. Allow properly permitted vessels with 
gear onboard that are not authorized for use in 
the dolphin wahoo fishery to possess dolphin or 
wahoo.  

• Action 8. Remove the requirement of vessel 
operators or crew to hold an Operator Card in 
the Dolphin Wahoo Fishery. 

• New Item: Allow bag limit sales of dolphin for 
dually permitted for-hire and commercial permit 
holders. 

• New Item: Modify gear, bait, and training 
requirements in the commercial longline fishery 
for dolphin and wahoo to align with HMS 
requirements (excluding monitoring). 

• New Item: Reduce the recreational vessel limit 
to 40 fish for dolphin. 

• New Item: Revise the ACLs of dolphin and 
wahoo to accommodate new MRIP data. 

• New Item: Revise sector allocations for dolphin 
and wahoo. 

 
 
 
 

Staff will present a white paper at 
the March 2019 meeting on 
managing important prey species 
for dolphin and wahoo.  
 
A draft list of options for items to 
be included in Amendment 10 will 
also be presented at the March 
2019 meeting. 
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Issue: Action Taken: Schedule: 
For-Hire Recreational 
Reporting 

The Council received an update on the 
amendment: The Amendment was 
approved on June 12, 2018 and the Final 
Rule is expected to publish in March or 
April 2019.  
 
Council staff conducted a training 
session on Thursday evening. 

A March/April 2019 effective date 
will allow ACCSP to complete a 
phone app, so charter captains will 
not have to purchase a tablet. 
Also, duel permit holders will not 
be required to learn two systems. 
The training will continue, and 
details will be shared. 
 
For-Hire reporting training and 
outreach and NMFS information 
meetings will continue in 2019. 

Habitat and 
Ecosystem Based 
Management 

The Council provided guidance on the 
issue of species expanding northwards 
and requested the following:  

1. Prior to February CCC meeting staff will 
prepare the following support information to 
inform and support SAFMC input during the 
joint session during the March Council meeting: 

a. Table of recreational and commercial species in 
the Snapper Grouper and Coastal Migratory 
Pelagic Management Units for MA/NE regions 
in pounds caught including identification of 
management jurisdiction, to include non-
managed species  

b. Table of management and coordination 
alternatives available to the Council to address 
species change in distribution and movement 
north 

c. Pros and cons on permits 
d. Tables of ACL for managed species    
The Council also received a presentation 
on a proposed wind project off Kitty 
Hawk. 

The Council will have further talks 
with the MAFMC and NEFMC at 
the March 2019 meeting.  

SEDAR The Council made appointments to 
SEDAR 58 (Atlantic Cobia), SEDAR 66 
(Golden tilefish), and SEDAR 68 
(Scamp). The Council approved terms of 
reference for the SEDAR snowy grouper 
update and terms of reference and 
schedule for SEDAR 68 (Scamp). The 
Council also received updates on 
assessment projects and the next 
SEDAR Steering Committee. 

The next SEDAR Steering 
Committee meeting will be May 
16-17, 2019 in Charleston, SC to 
discuss project planning, long-
term priorities, and other issues. 
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Issue: Action Taken: Schedule: 
MyFishCount Council staff gave an update on progress 

with increasing usage of the app and is 
exploring how to include a way for 
fishermen to report losing a catch to 
sharks. 

The app is now available and 
Council staff will continue 
working with private recreational 
fishermen to have them report. 
This experience will be used by 
the Council as they continue to 
work on the permitting and 
reporting amendment at the June 
2019 meeting. 



 
 

 

 
 

 
 
 

February 6, 2019 

MEMORANDUM 
 
 

TO: N.C. Marine Fisheries Commission  

FROM: Randy Gregory, Division of Marine Fisheries, NCDEQ 

SUBJECT: Highly Migratory Species Update 

 
Issue 
This memo is to inform the Marine Fisheries Commission on issues and activities related to the management 
of Highly Migratory Species. 
 
Action Needed 
For informational purposes only, no action is needed at this time. 
 
Overview 
Due to the federal government shutdown the Spring Highly Migratory Species Advisory Panel meeting has 
not been scheduled. The advisory panel is due to discuss pre-draft Amendment 13 for Atlantic bluefin tuna 
management and pre-draft Amendment 14 for domestic shark quota management. 
 
Tuna 
The December General category Atlantic bluefin tuna fishery opened on Dec. 1, 2018 with a 50 metric ton 
sub-quota. As of Dec. 20, 2018, preliminary commercial landings for the December fishery were 14.1 
metric tons. Due to the federal government shutdown on Dec. 22, 2018, no landings updates have been 
issued. Most of the bluefin caught during the December fishery were landed in Carteret County. 

On Jan. 1, 2019, the January General category Atlantic bluefin tuna sub-quota opened with a daily retention 
limit of one large medium or giant bluefin tuna (measuring 73 inches or greater) per vessel per day/trip. 
Although it is called the “January” sub-quota, the regulations allow the General category fishery under this 
quota to continue until the sub-quota is reached or until March 31, whichever comes first, and it will remain 
closed until the General category fishery reopens on June 1, 2019. NOAA Fisheries transferred 19.5 metric 
tons of quota from the 28.9 metric ton General category December 2019 sub-quota period to the January 
2019 sub-quota period, resulting in a sub-quota of 49 metric tons for the January 2019 period and a sub-
quota of 9.4 metric ton for the December 2019 period.  

Dealers are required to submit landing reports within 24 hours of a dealer receiving bluefin tuna. General 
category and Charter/Headboat category vessel owners are required to report their own catch of all bluefin 
tuna retained or discarded dead within 24 hours of the landing or at the end of each trip. As of Jan. 23, 2019, 
approximately 32 bluefin tuna have been landed in Dare County since the January sub-quota opened. 



 

 
 

The recreational Atlantic bluefin tuna fishery opened Jan. 1, 2019. The bluefin tuna daily retention limit is 
the default limit of one school, large school, or small medium bluefin tuna (27 inches to less than 73 inches). 
This default limit applies to both Angling category-permitted vessels and Charter/Headboat category-
permitted vessels. Angling and Charter/Headboat vessels may also land one bluefin tuna measuring 73 
inches or greater per vessel per year. All recreational vessel owners/operators who recreationally fish for 
or retain regulated Atlantic tunas (bluefin, yellowfin, bigeye, albacore and skipjack), sharks, swordfish and 
billfish in Atlantic Federal waters, including the Gulf of Mexico and the Caribbean Sea, must obtain an 
Highly Migratory Species Angling category permit or a Highly Migratory Species Charter/Headboat permit 
by accessing the Highly Migratory Species Permit Shop. 

Sharks 
In December, NOAA Fisheries announced the Final Environmental Impact Statement Available for 
Amendment 11: Conservation of Shortfin Mako Sharks. The final rule is still in development. The preferred 
alternatives in the Final Environmental Impact Statement include allowing retention of shortfin mako sharks 
by persons with a Directed or Incidental Shark Limited Access Permit when caught with pelagic longline 
or gill net gear and only if the shark is dead at haul back. No landings are allowed of shortfin mako sharks 
by fishermen using other commercial gear types. Recreational measures include requiring the use of circle 
hooks in all areas and a minimum size limit of 71 inches fork length for male and 83 inches fork length for 
female shortfin mako sharks.  
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Year Month Species Pounds Dealers Trips Average (2007-2009)
2015 1 SOUTHERN FLOUNDER 1,984 30 237 7,713
2015 2 SOUTHERN FLOUNDER 495 21 93 4,617
2015 3 SOUTHERN FLOUNDER 10,750 62 768 23,512
2015 4 SOUTHERN FLOUNDER 20,812 88 1,072 68,389
2015 5 SOUTHERN FLOUNDER 42,424 117 1,279 122,514
2015 6 SOUTHERN FLOUNDER 53,835 116 1,481 154,090
2015 7 SOUTHERN FLOUNDER 42,806 106 1,144 170,387
2015 8 SOUTHERN FLOUNDER 43,900 111 1,152 201,862
2015 9 SOUTHERN FLOUNDER 255,067 122 2,335 396,301
2015 10 SOUTHERN FLOUNDER 429,234 127 2,554 781,717
2015 11 SOUTHERN FLOUNDER 301,489 90 1,755 392,150
2015 12 SOUTHERN FLOUNDER 89 7 10 37,303
2016 1 SOUTHERN FLOUNDER 2,625 33 264 7,713
2016 2 SOUTHERN FLOUNDER 1,643 31 291 4,617
2016 3 SOUTHERN FLOUNDER 9,183 58 914 23,512
2016 4 SOUTHERN FLOUNDER 10,558 72 628 68,389
2016 5 SOUTHERN FLOUNDER 24,522 90 821 122,514
2016 6 SOUTHERN FLOUNDER 44,952 100 1,242 154,090
2016 7 SOUTHERN FLOUNDER 43,574 102 1,132 170,387
2016 8 SOUTHERN FLOUNDER 53,057 106 1,409 201,862
2016 9 SOUTHERN FLOUNDER 245,870 131 3,004 396,301
2016 10 SOUTHERN FLOUNDER 279,618 117 2,161 781,717
2016 11 SOUTHERN FLOUNDER 182,148 102 1,465 392,150
2016 12 SOUTHERN FLOUNDER 14 5 5 37,303
2017 1 SOUTHERN FLOUNDER 1,677 38 122 7,713
2017 2 SOUTHERN FLOUNDER 2,758 55 215 4,617
2017 3 SOUTHERN FLOUNDER 8,254 67 874 23,512
2017 4 SOUTHERN FLOUNDER 9,591 83 787 68,389
2017 5 SOUTHERN FLOUNDER 33,105 105 1,121 122,514
2017 6 SOUTHERN FLOUNDER 74,785 115 1,904 154,090
2017 7 SOUTHERN FLOUNDER 74,879 108 1,755 170,387
2017 8 SOUTHERN FLOUNDER 102,751 116 2,364 201,862
2017 9 SOUTHERN FLOUNDER 235,915 128 2,849 396,301
2017 10 SOUTHERN FLOUNDER 548,740 142 3,971 781,717
2017 11 SOUTHERN FLOUNDER 301,670 123 1,993 392,150
2017 12 SOUTHERN FLOUNDER 166 7 8 37,303
2018 1 SOUTHERN FLOUNDER 610 14 43 7,713
2018 2 SOUTHERN FLOUNDER 1,833 34 154 4,617
2018 3 SOUTHERN FLOUNDER 2,771 42 384 23,512
2018 4 SOUTHERN FLOUNDER 7,973 72 760 68,389
2018 5 SOUTHERN FLOUNDER 18,268 89 947 122,514
2018 6 SOUTHERN FLOUNDER 42,415 105 1,399 154,090
2018 7 SOUTHERN FLOUNDER 55,641 113 1,461 170,387
2018 8 SOUTHERN FLOUNDER 70,704 119 1,880 201,862
2018 9 SOUTHERN FLOUNDER 108,791 114 1,771 396,301
2018 10 SOUTHERN FLOUNDER 355,066 103 2,992 781,717
2018 11 SOUTHERN FLOUNDER 217,874 71 1,259 392,150 *
2018 12 SOUTHERN FLOUNDER 39 3 3 37,303 *

*2018 data are preliminary and only complete through October.
***data are confidential





 
 

 
 
 

 
 

February 6, 2019 
MEMORANDUM 
 
TO: Marine Fisheries Commission  

FROM: Kathy Rawls, Fisheries Management Section Chief  

SUBJECT: Observer Program Update January through November 2018 

 
Issue 
This memo provides the Marine Fisheries Commission summary from the division’s Observer 
Program from January through November 2018. 
 
Action Needed 
For informational purposes only, no action is needed at this time. 
 
Observer Program Overview 
Tables 1 – 4, that follow, summarize the division’s Observer Program coverage and protected 
species interactions* from January through November 2018.  These tables provide the number of 
trips, observed trips, observer coverage and protected species interactions for anchored large and 
small mesh gill nets by month and management unit.  Please note that observer coverage is based 
on the average number of trips from previous years’ finalized data, because 2018 trip data are 
preliminary.   
 
A total of 12 sea turtle interactions were observed in large mesh gill nets and zero sea turtle 
interactions were observed in small mesh gill nets from January through November 2018. No sea 
turtle interactions were self-reported during this timeframe. 
 
A total of 22 (20 alive and two dead) Atlantic sturgeon interactions were observed in large mesh 
gill nets and two live Atlantic sturgeon were observed in small mesh gill nets from January 
through November 2018, with most of the interactions occurring in March and in Management 
Unit A.  Two Atlantic sturgeon interactions were self-reported by gill net fisherman during this 
timeframe. 
 
Management Unit Gill Net Regulation Changes  
Gill net regulation changes as well as openings and closings by management unit for January 
through November 2018 are included in Table 5. 
 
*Definition: Incidental Take Permit Interaction - when a protected species is caught or otherwise comes in 
contact with a gill net. 





 

Unknown
Month Unit Estimated 1 Actual 2 AP Attempts 3  Trips  Yards Coverage 4 Live Dead Live Dead Live Dead Live Live Dead
January A 248 192 8 15 10,260 6.1

B 28 2 14 0 0 0.0
C 7 0 5 1 50 13.9

D1 0 0 0 0 0 0.0
D2 0 0 1 0 0 0.0
E 6 5 35 0 0 0.0

February A 433 254 29 25 12,490 5.8 1
B 44 7 21 0 0 0.0
C 77 38 21 16 12,180 20.8 1

D1 0 0 0 0 0 0.0
D2 2 2 6 1 100 50.0
E 18 15 41 0 0 0.0

March A 1,001 467 24 90 41,640 9.0 9 1
B 48 48 17 1 600 2.1
C 680 422 11 29 18,610 4.3

D1 0 0 4 0 0 0.0
D2 6 5 2 3 1,100 50.0
E 52 25 52 2 180 3.8

April A 774 650 38 57 24,655 7.4 2
B 104 141 16 4 1,700 3.9
C 190 348 9 13 5,950 6.8

D1 1 0 1 0 0 0.0
D2 22 5 7 4 2,700 18.3
E 77 83 39 14 6,330 18.1

May A 250 84 56 7 1,405 2.8 1
B 193 138 24 6 3,975 3.1 2 1 1
C 107 105 27 17 11,165 15.9

D1 5 0 2 0 0 0.0
D2 43 28 11 1 500 2.3
E 122 206 50 28 11,020 23.0 2

June A 375 170 45 11 6,530 2.9
B 224 21 23 0 0 0.0
C 193 209 24 20 10,270 10.4

D1 0 1 3 0 0 0.0
D2 38 66 12 6 1,800 15.8
E 170 270 35 25 6,900 14.7

July A 297 147 48 10 5,090 3.4
B 257 9 21 1 100 0.4
C 203 243 22 19 14,570 9.4

D1 0 0 3 0 0 0.0
D2 29 102 7 3 1,600 10.3
E 135 255 36 31 11,700 23.0 2

August A 497 306 43 34 18,700 6.8
B 196 28 36 0 0 0.0
C 202 220 16 34 27,790 16.8

D1 0 0 6 0 0 0.0
D2 72 166 3 8 3,100 11.1
E 166 390 46 59 19,170 35.5

September A 1,126 623 17 32 42,020 2.8
B 298 212 10 9 6,580 3.0
C 461 155 15 9 4,220 2.0

D1 0 0 1 0 0 0.0
D2 119 75 3 4 1,900 3.4
E 156 204 21 12 3,825 7.7

October A 840 731 29 83 70,480 9.9 1 3 3
B 764 652 7 59 33,370 7.7
C 269 282 25 22 13,400 8.2

D1 18 0 1 0 0 0.0
D2 176 193 0 14 3,900 8.0
E 247 292 39 25 8,600 10.1 1

November A 670 407 46 16 12,220 2.4
B 189 90 13 8 4,275 4.2 2 1
C 73 56 17 6 1,900 8.2

D1 8 0 7 0 0 0.0
D2 75 45 1 7 3,800 9.4
E 150 115 50 13 4,400 8.7

Total 13,232 10,005 1,302 914 508,820 6.9 5 1 6 0 0 0 0 20 2

Table 1.  Preliminary data collected for large mesh gill nets by month and management unit through the NCDMF Observer Program through November 2018.
Observed Takes By Species

Trips Observer Large Mesh Kemp's Green Loggerhead A.Sturgeon 

2 Preliminary trip ticket data for 2018

1 Finalized trip ticket data averaged from 2013-2017

3 Alternative Platform trips where no fishing activity was found
4 Based on estimated trips and observer large mesh trips



 

 

 
 

U
nk

no
w

n
M

on
th

Es
tim

at
ed

 1 
A

ct
ua

l 2
A

P 
A

tte
m

pt
s 

3
 T

rip
s

 Y
ar

ds
Co

ve
ra

ge
 4

Li
ve

D
ea

d
Li

ve
D

ea
d

Li
ve

D
ea

d
Li

ve
Li

ve
D

ea
d

Ja
nu

ar
y

28
9

19
9

63
16

10
,3

10
5.

5
Fe

br
ua

ry
57

4
31

6
11

8
42

24
,7

70
7.

3
2

M
ar

ch
1,

78
7

96
7

11
0

12
5

62
,1

30
7.

0
9

1
A

pr
il

1,
16

8
1,

22
7

11
0

92
41

,3
35

7.
9

2
M

ay
72

0
56

1
17

0
59

28
,0

65
8.

2
2

1
3

1
Ju

ne
99

9
73

6
14

2
62

25
,5

00
6.

2
Ju

ly
 

92
2

75
6

13
7

64
33

,0
60

6.
9

2
A

ug
us

t
1,

13
4

1,
11

2
15

0
13

5
68

,7
60

11
.9

Se
pt

em
be

r
2,

16
0

1,
26

9
67

66
58

,5
45

3.
1

O
ct

ob
er

2,
31

4
2,

15
2

10
1

20
3

12
9,

75
0

8.
8

1
3

4
N

ov
em

be
r

1,
16

5
71

3
13

4
50

26
,5

95
4.

3
2

1
To

ta
l

13
,2

32
10

,0
08

1,
30

2
91

4
50

8,
82

0
6.

9
5

1
6

0
0

0
0

20
2

1 
Fi

na
liz

ed
 tr

ip
 ti

ck
et

 d
at

a 
av

er
ag

ed
 fr

om
 2

01
3-

20
17

2  P
re

lim
in

ar
y 

tri
p 

tic
ke

t d
at

a 
fo

r 2
01

8
3  A

lte
rn

at
iv

e 
Pl

at
fo

rm
 tr

ip
s 

w
he

re
 n

o 
fis

hi
ng

 a
ct

iv
ity

 w
as

 fo
un

d
4  B

as
ed

 o
n 

es
tim

at
ed

 tr
ip

s 
an

d 
ob

se
rv

er
 la

rg
e 

m
es

h 
tri

ps

Ta
bl

e 
2.

  P
re

lim
in

ar
y 

da
ta

 c
ol

le
ct

ed
 fo

r l
ar

ge
 m

es
h 

gi
ll 

ne
ts

 b
y 

m
on

th
 th

ro
ug

h 
th

e 
N

CD
M

F 
O

bs
er

ve
r P

ro
gr

am
 th

ro
ug

h 
N

ov
em

be
r 2

01
8.

O
bs

er
ve

d 
Ta

ke
s 

By
 S

pe
ci

es

Tr
ip

s
O

bs
er

ve
r L

ar
ge

 M
es

h
K

em
p'

s
Gr

ee
n

Lo
gg

er
he

ad
A

. S
tu

rg
eo

n 



 

Unknown
Month Unit Estimated 1 Actual 2  Trips  Yards Coverage 3 Live Dead Live Dead Live Dead Live Live Dead
January A 385 153 1 150 0.3

B 178 58 1 300 0.6
C 63 21 4 1,000 6.3

D1 1 0 0 0 0.0
D2 20 1 5 900 24.8
E 26 4 1 800 3.9

February A 479 265 12 3,700 2.5
B 153 235 1 700 0.7
C 83 152 8 3,130 9.6

D1 1 1 0 0 0.0
D2 11 2 3 400 27.8
E 16 4 1 300 6.4

March A 521 225 3 750 0.6
B 316 157 6 2,080 1.9
C 111 143 3 1,000 2.7

D1 7 1 0 0 0.0
D2 4 2 0 0 0.0
E 23 7 1 600 4.4

April A 343 301 6 2000 1.7
B 700 661 18 8610 2.6
C 61 71 1 220 1.6

D1 24 35 3 1200 12.6
D2 15 4 0 0 0.0
E 61 37 1 255 1.6

May A 172 115 2 500 1.2
B 360 386 5 1050 1.4
C 70 12 1 800 1.4

D1 6 10 2 825 32.3
D2 20 14 0 0 0.0
E 92 45 0 0 0.0

June A 105 111 0 0 0.0
B 303 246 0 0 0.0
C 103 18 0 0 0.0

D1 2 2 0 0 0.0
D2 12 10 0 0 0.0
E 78 83 0 0 0.0

July A 73 88 1 50 1.4
B 309 185 0 0 0.0
C 83 22 0 0 0.0

D1 4 0 0 0 0.0
D2 10 14 0 0 0.0
E 78 68 1 250 1.3

August A 74 167 1 700 1.4
B 361 246 2 300 0.6
C 90 23 0 0 0.0

D1 4 1 0 0 0.0
D2 30 10 1 200 3.4
E 87 132 0 0 0.0

September A 94 85 0 0 0.0
B 307 126 0 0 0.0
C 72 16 1 100 1.4

D1 11 4 0 0 0.0
D2 52 6 0 0 0.0
E 106 52 0 0 0.0

October A 128 59 1 700 0.8 2
B 439 282 0 0 0.0
C 60 25 1 800 1.7

D1 34 18 0 0 0.0
D2 114 30 0 0 0.0
E 229 96 0 0 0.0

November A 145 40 4 1600 2.8
B 241 137 11 4700 4.6
C 89 8 6 3000 6.7

D1 11 10 0 0 0.0
D2 76 15 7 1300 9.2
E 196 28 3 430 1.5

Total 8,531 5,585 129 45,400 1.5 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 2 0
1 Finalized trip ticket data averaged from 2013-2017
2 Preliminary trip ticket data for 2018
3 Based on estimated trips and observer small mesh trips

Table 3.  Preliminary data collected for small mesh gill nets by month and management unit through the NCDMF Observer Program through November 
2018.

Observed Takes By Species
Trips Observer Small Mesh Kemp's Green Loggerhead A. Sturgeon
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February 6, 2019 

MEMORANDUM 
 
 

TO: Marine Fisheries Commission  

FROM: Kathy Rawls, Fisheries Management Section Chief 

SUBJECT: Temporary Rule Suspension 

 
Issue 
In accordance with the North Carolina Division of Marine Fisheries Resource Management 
Policy Number 2014-2, Temporary Rule Suspension, the North Carolina Marine Fisheries 
Commission will vote on any new rule suspensions that have occurred since the last meeting of 
the commission. 
 
Findings 
No new rule suspensions have occurred since the November 2018 meeting. 
 
Action Needed 
For informational purposes only, no action is needed at this time.   
 
Overview 
In accordance with policy, the division will report current rule suspensions previously approved 
by the commission as non-action, items. The current rule suspensions previously approved by the 
commission are as follows: 
 

• Continued suspension of North Carolina Marine Fisheries Commission Rule 15A NCAC 
03M .0516 Cobia, for an indefinite period of time.  This continued suspension allows the 
division to manage the commercial and recreational cobia fisheries in accordance with 
management actions taken by the commission and in accordance with Framework 
Amendment 4 to the federal Coastal Migratory Pelagics Fishery Management Plan.  This 
suspension was continued in Proclamation FF-57-2018.  

 
• Continued suspension of portions of North Carolina Marine Fisheries Commission Rule 

15A NCAC 03J .0301 Pots, for an indefinite period of time.  This continued suspension 
allows the division to implement the crab pot escape ring requirements adopted by the 
commission in the May 2016 Revision to Amendment 2 of the North Carolina Blue Crab 



 

 
 

Fishery Management Plan.  This suspension was effective January 15, 2017, 
implemented in Proclamation M-11-2016. 

 
• Continued suspension of portions of North Carolina Marine Fisheries Commission Rule 

15A NCAC 03L .0201 Crab Harvest Restrictions, and portions of 03L .203 Crab 
Dredging, for an indefinite period of time.  This continued suspension allows the division 
to implement the blue crab harvest restrictions adopted by the commission in the May 
2016 Revision to Amendment 2 of the North Carolina Blue Crab Fishery Management 
Plan.  These suspensions were implemented in Proclamation M-11-2016. 

 
• Continued suspension of portions of North Carolina Marine Fisheries Commission Rule 

15A NCAC 03J .0501 Definitions and Standards for Pound Nets and Pound Net Sets, for 
an indefinite period of time.  Continued suspension of portions of this rule allows the 
division to increase the minimum mesh size of escape panels for flounder pound nets in 
accordance with Supplement A to Amendment 1 of the North Carolina Southern 
Flounder Fishery Management Plan.  This suspension was implemented in Proclamation 
M-34-2015. 

 
• Continued suspension of portions of North Carolina Marine Fisheries Commission Rule 

15A NCAC 03M .0519 Shad and 03Q .0107 Special Regulations: Joint Waters, for an 
indefinite period of time.  Continued suspension of portions of these rules allows the 
division to change the season and creel limit for American shad under the management 
framework of the North Carolina American Shad Sustainable Fishery Plan.  These 
suspensions were continued in Proclamation FF-56-2018 (REVISED).   

 



 
 

 
 
 

 
 

 
Feb. 6, 2019 

 
MEMORANDUM 
 

 

TO: N.C. Marine Fisheries Commission  

FROM: Tracey Bauer, Spotted Seatrout Lead 
 

SUBJECT: January 2018 Spotted Seatrout Cold Stun Report 

 
Issue 
At its February 2018 business meeting, the Marine Fisheries Commission was provided a brief 
overview of the cold stun event that occurred in January 2018 and was informed that a more 
comprehensive report on the cold stun impacts to the spotted seatrout stock* would be provided 
when complete. The report is complete and available in the briefing book. 
 
Findings 

• Estimated spotted seatrout natural mortality* during the 2017/2018 winter was high, 
consistent with previously published cold stun natural mortality estimates.  

• Analysis of water temperature data indicates that conditions were conducive to 
spotted seatrout cold stuns along most of coastal North Carolina; 79 percent of the 
division’s water temperature monitoring stations met triggers based on spotted 
seatrout cold temperature tolerance. 

• Analysis of division independent sampling data indicates spotted seatrout 
recruitment* in 2018 was above average. 

 
Action Needed 
For informational purposes only, no action is needed at this time. 
 
Overview 
A significant cold stun event occurred in January 2018 due to prolonged cold temperatures and 
two winter storms. Based on early confirmed reports of cold stunned spotted seatrout and data 
from the division’s water temperature loggers, this cold stun event met the conditions established 
in the division’s Guidelines for Adaptive Management for Cold Stun Closures, indicating a need 
for a closure. The director issued a proclamation on Jan. 3, 2018 closing the spotted seatrout 
fishery effective 3 p.m. on Jan. 5 until June 15, 2018. This action was taken in accordance with 
the management strategy adopted in the 2012 Spotted Seatrout Fishery Management Plan. 
 



 

 
 

At its February 2018 business meeting, the commission was provided a brief overview of the 
cold stun event and informed that a more comprehensive report would be provided when 
complete. The report is now available and can be found in the commissioners’ briefing book. 
The report contains estimates of spotted seatrout natural mortality* before, during, and after the 
cold stun event, an estimation of the geographical extent of the cold stun event in North Carolina 
using water temperature data, and an updated spotted seatrout juvenile abundance index* to 
provide information on post-cold stun spotted seatrout recruitment*. The report uses a 
quantitative approach to examine the impact the January 2018 cold stun event had on the North 
Carolina spotted seatrout stock. Data analyzed in this report will be considered in the 
development of the new model to assess the spotted seatrout stock, which is scheduled to begin 
in 2019. 
 
 
 
*Definitions 
Stock – A group of fish of the same species in a given area. Unlike a fish population, a stock is defined as much by 
management concerns (jurisdictional boundaries or harvesting locations) as by biology. 
Natural Mortality – A measurement of the rate of removal of fish from a population from natural causes. 
Recruitment – The number of spotted seatrout that survive to the juvenile stage. 
Juvenile Abundance Index – A measure of abundance of juveniles in a fish population, which may serve as an 
indication of reproductive success. This does not measure the actual number of fish, but shows changes in juvenile 
abundance over time. 
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ABSTRACT 

Following a winter storm and extreme cold in January 2018, the division received reports of 
stunned spotted seatrout throughout North Carolina. In addition to reports of stunned fish, 
preliminary water temperature data met triggers established in Guidelines for Adaptive 
Management of Spotted Seatrout Closures, prompting the director issue a proclamation to the close 
the spotted seatrout fishery until June 15, 2018. The division has prepared a final, comprehensive 
assessment of the cold stun event. Natural mortality of spotted seatrout was estimated before, 
during, and after the January 2018 cold stun event to quantify the affects the cold stun had on the 
North Carolina spotted seatrout population. In addition, water temperature data was analyzed to 
estimate the geographical extent of the cold stun event. Lastly, a juvenile abundance index for 
spotted seatrout was calculated using the division’s Program 120 Estuarine Trawl Survey, 
providing estimates of post-cold stun recruitment. Estimated spotted seatrout natural mortality 
during the winter of 2017/2018 was high and was consistent with previously published spotted 
seatrout cold stun natural mortality estimates. In addition, the severity of the January 2018 cold 
stun event on the spotted seatrout population was supported by water temperature data. Seventy-
nine percent of stations coastwide met at least one of the water temperature triggers. Lastly, the 
spotted seatrout juvenile abundance index in 2018 was above average, indicating increased 
recruitment. With the spotted seatrout benchmark stock assessment scheduled to begin this year 
(2019), all data included in this report will be considered in the development of the new model to 
assess the spotted seatrout stock. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  



iv 
 

 
TABLE OF CONTENTS 

ABSTRACT ................................................................................................................................... iii 
TABLE OF CONTENTS ............................................................................................................... iv 

LIST OF TABLES .......................................................................................................................... v 

LIST OF FIGURES ....................................................................................................................... vi 
1 INTRODUCTION ....................................................................................................................... 1 

2 METHODS .................................................................................................................................. 3 

3 RESULTS .................................................................................................................................... 5 

4 DISCUSSION .............................................................................................................................. 5 

5 CONCLUSIONS.......................................................................................................................... 7 

6 LITERATURE CITED ................................................................................................................ 8 

7 TABLES .................................................................................................................................... 10 

8 FIGURES ................................................................................................................................... 13 

 
 
 
 
 
  



v 
 

LIST OF TABLES 

Table 1.  A description of each HOBO temperature logger station that had data available during 
the time of the January 2018 cold stun event (Dec. 28, 2017 – Jan. 28, 2018), including 
the county the station is located in, the Division of Marine Fisheries office responsible 
for that station, the station water depth, and whether the station met the 5 °C and/or 3 °C 
triggers. Lastly, minimum, mean, and maximum water temperatures for the period of 
the cold stun event are given. EC=Elizabeth City Office, MAN=Manteo Office, 
WS=Washington Office, MC=Morehead City Office, WI=Wilmington Office. ........... 10 

 
Table 2. Total number of spotted seatrout used in the tag-return model that were released and 

recaptured each year for the period of this study (March 2016 – December 2018). ...... 11 
 
Table 3. Summary of the triannual time step estimates of natural mortality (M) for spotted 

seatrout from March 2016 to October 2018. Presented estimates are the posterior 
medians and associated lower and upper bounds of the 95% credible interval (CrI). ... 12 

 
Table 4. Program 120 juvenile abundance index (JAI; average number of fish collected per tow) 

from 2004-2018, June and July combined, with number of samples (N) and standard 
error (SE). ....................................................................................................................... 12 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  



vi 
 

LIST OF FIGURES 

Figure 1. Spotted seatrout cold stun management areas ............................................................................. 13 
 

Figure 2. Program 120 Estuarine Trawl Survey spotted seatrout core stations that are sampled June and 
July, 2004-Present. ........................................................................................................................ 14 
 

Figure 3. The instantaneous natural mortality rate estimated across eight triannual tag-recovery periods 
(March 2016–October 2018) from spotted seatrout tagged in North Carolina waters.  Presented 
estimates are the posterior medians and associated lower and upper bounds of the 95% credible 
interval (CrI). ................................................................................................................................ 15 
 

Figure 4. Water temperatures (°C) from 12/28/17 through 1/28/18 (during the period of the January 2018 
cold stun) from representative stations across North Carolina, with the 3°C (short dash) and 5°C 
(long dash) triggers. If there were shallow and deep loggers at a station, only data from the deep 
logger is shown. ............................................................................................................................ 16 
 

Figure 5. Water temperature monitoring stations that did (light blue triangle) and did not (gray circle) 
meet the 5 °C for eight consecutive days trigger for the period of December 28, 2017 to January 
28, 2018......................................................................................................................................... 17 
 

Figure 6. Water temperature monitoring stations that did (dark blue triangle) and did not (gray circle) 
meet the 3 °C for 24 consecutive hours trigger for the period of December 28, 2017 to January 
28, 2018......................................................................................................................................... 18 
 

Figure 7. Spotted seatrout juvenile abundance index (average number of fish per tow) from Program 120 
Estuarine Trawl Survey, June and July, 2004-2018. The shaded area represents standard error. 19 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



1 
 

1 INTRODUCTION 
Cold stun events have a major impact on spotted seatrout population dynamics, contributing to 
periodic declines in population abundance (NCDMF 2012; Merriner 1980; Ellis et al. 2018). Cold 
stun events occur when prolonged cold temperatures or snow and ice melt cause water 
temperatures to drop below the minimum temperature spotted seatrout can withstand, causing 
detrimental physiological effects, such as a loss of equilibrium and immobilization. If spotted 
seatrout are unable to move to warmer water (i.e., a thermal refuge), then mortalities can occur. In 
North Carolina, spotted seatrout cold stun events have occurred recently in the winters of 2009, 
2010, 2011, 2014, 2015, and 2018 (NCDMF 2012, 2016).  
Mortality due to cold stuns is recognized in the 2012 Spotted Seatrout Fishery Management Plan 
(FMP) as a factor impacting the abundance of spotted seatrout in North Carolina (NCDMF 2012). 
At their February 2012 business meeting, the Marine Fisheries Commission (MFC) directed the 
division to remain status quo regarding spotted seatrout management, with the assumption that in 
the event of a “catastrophic” cold stun the director would use proclamation authority to enact a 
temporary closure (NCDMF 2012). The objective of a spotted seatrout fishery closure after a cold 
stun event is to allow surviving fish an opportunity to spawn during their spring spawning season, 
potentially increasing recruitment the following year.  
Division staff, with input from the MFC, developed adaptive management guidelines for spotted 
seatrout cold stun closures which stated that if verifiable cold stunned fish were found in at least 
four counties, then the fishery would close until June 15 at the director’s discretion. These original 
adaptive management guidelines were used to evaluate three cold stuns from 2011-2015. The 
division determined that the guidelines were met in 2011 and 2014 (Proclamation FF-7-2011; FF-
30-2011; FF-9-2014), closing the fishery until June 15 in both years. In the winter of 2015, reports 
from the public of cold stunned spotted seatrout were investigated by the division. Many reports 
could not be verified or were inconsistent with what was observed by the division. Consequently, 
the division determined that the four-county threshold was not met, and the director chose to not 
close the fishery. The public disagreed with the division’s determination, citing the subjectivity 
involved in making the decision. With a goal to develop more objective and quantifiable 
guidelines, the division reexamined its adaptive management strategy for spotted seatrout cold 
stun closures. 
Beginning in 2016, the division enacted revised adaptive management guidelines which, in 
addition to taking into consideration the magnitude and scope of the kill, includes water 
temperature triggers of 5 °C (41 °F) at eight consecutive days and/or 3 °C (37.4 °F) for a 
consecutive 24-hour period (NCDMF 2016). If either of the triggers are met in at least two spotted 
seatrout management areas (Figure 1), then the director will use proclamation authority to close 
the spotted seatrout fishery until June 15. The triggers are based on the cold tolerance of North 
Carolina spotted seatrout; survival probabilities of spotted seatrout fall below 50% after eight days 
of prolonged exposure to 5 °C water temperatures or one day of prolonged exposure to 3 °C water 
temperatures (Ellis et al. 2017a). In the event of a potential cold stun event, the division determines 
if water temperatures have met the triggers by reviewing data from continuous water temperature 
logging devices located in cold stun prone areas throughout the state.  
In late December 2017 and January 2018, North Carolina experienced a coastwide snow/ice and 
record cold event. Beginning on December 26, 2017, a strong Arctic cold front moved into North 
Carolina and remained in the area through January 8, 2018. From January 3-4, 2018, a major winter 
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storm affected an extensive area of North Carolina. Ice accumulation was up to 0.2 inch, and 
snowfall amounts ranged from about two inches at the coast up to eight inches inland. After the 
snow event, clear skies and calm winds led to very cold nights, near all-time record lows. The 
Newport/Morehead City National Weather Service recorded a record eight straight days of 
temperatures below 20 degrees. Later in the month, the combination of an Arctic cold front and 
low pressure developing off the Outer Banks led to snow on the evening of January 17, 2018 into 
the morning of January 18, 2018, making it the second major winter storm to impact North 
Carolina during January 2018.  
Reports of cold stunned fish began shortly before the storm on January 2, 2018, with confirmed 
reports of cold stunned spotted seatrout in the White Oak River near Stella, North River (Carteret 
County), Gales Creek, and Hancock Creek, and unconfirmed reports ranging from mainland Dare 
County to Lockwood Folly River. Widespread observations of stunned spotted seatrout along the 
coast of North Carolina were reported by division staff and the public throughout January 2018. 
The northernmost confirmed stun occurred at Broad Creek at Wanchese Harbor. Reports of spotted 
seatrout mortality were confirmed in multiple locations along the Pamlico River (e.g., at 
Washington Park, at the Washington waterfront, along Whichards Beach, near the Highway 17 
overpass and between Jack’s Creek and the railroad trestle, South Creek, Bear Creek) and in the 
Pungo River. Spotted seatrout cold stuns were confirmed in the Neuse River and its tributaries at 
the mouth of Tranters Creek and Broad Creek at the mouth of the Neuse. Cold stuns were also 
confirmed in Bogue Sound, Spooners Creek, Queen Creek and further south to Pages and Topsail 
creeks and canals near Holden Beach. Reports from the public and division staff of stunned fish 
were noted until late January. Species other than spotted seatrout that were observed impacted by 
the snow/ice and record cold event included eastern oyster, red drum, southern flounder, 
sheepshead, black drum, and striped mullet. Counties with confirmed spotted seatrout cold stuns 
included Dare, Hyde, Beaufort, Pamlico, Craven, Carteret, Onslow, Pender, New Hanover, and 
Brunswick; cold stunned spotted seatrout were observed in all three spotted seatrout cold stun 
management areas. 
In addition to the widespread confirmed and unconfirmed reports of cold stunned spotted seatrout, 
low water temperatures were recorded throughout North Carolina waters (Table 1). On January 3, 
water temperatures in Croatan Sound ranged from 1.3 °C to 6.9 °C. Water temperature readings 
taken from northern Beaufort and Hyde counties on January 3 ranged from -0.4 °C in Pungo Creek 
to 5.1°C in Scranton Creek. Temperature data downloaded on January 3 from North River and 
White Oak River near Stella showed that the 3 °C at 24-hour trigger had been met or that water 
temperatures had fallen below 2 °C multiple times with no observed deeper, warmer waters to act 
as a thermal refuge for the fish. 
Based on early confirmed reports of cold stunned fish and water temperature data, the triggers 
were determined to be met in at least two of the spotted seatrout cold stun management areas, and 
the director issued a proclamation on January 3, 2018 to close the spotted seatrout fishery effective 
3:00 p.m. Friday, January 5, 2018 until June 15, 2018. 
The division provided a memo to the MFC at their February 2018 business meeting giving a brief 
overview of the cold stun event, and indicated a more comprehensive report would be provided 
when more data were collected on the spotted seatrout stock. At the November 2018 business 
meeting, the Commission was provided an additional memo giving an update on the status of the 
report. 
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Using data from the division’s tagging program, natural mortality of spotted seatrout was estimated 
before, during, and after the January 2018 cold stun event to quantify the effects the prolonged 
cold had on the North Carolina spotted seatrout population. In addition, temperature data 
downloaded from the division’s water temperature loggers was analyzed to estimate the 
geographical extent of the cold stun impacts on the stock. Lastly, the division’s Program 120 
Estuarine Trawl Survey spotted seatrout juvenile abundance index was updated, providing 
estimates of post-cold stun recruitment. 

2 METHODS 
Spotted Seatrout Natural Mortality 
Data Preparation 
Tag-return data were pulled from the NCDMF Biological Database (BDB) and transformed into a 
low reward matrix, a high reward matrix, and a double tagged matrix.  All fish that were tagged 
within the selected time period (March 1, 2014 – December 31, 2018) were included (Table 2). 
Each of these matrices were used in the model (as described below) on a timestep basis, which 
included both the number of released and recaptured tags per timestep within each sector 
(commercial and recreational) and by catch type (e.g., harvest or discards). Prior to pulling data 
from the BDB all fishery independent recaptures, defined here as fish recaptured by NCDMF staff 
during routine or targeted sampling, or recaptures by other research-related sampling efforts (e.g., 
federal or university), were excluded from analysis. For ease of analysis commercial and 
recreational discards were merged into a single “discards” category within the matrices. Discards 
were merged because a majority of returned discards were from the recreational sector, with only 
0.01% (1/94) from the commercial sector. There are currently no estimates of discards from the 
commercial sector. 
Model Structure  
An instantaneous rates tag-return model was used, that was parameterized, described, and 
equations the same as used in Ellis et al. (2018). The instantaneous rates model was run in a 
Bayesian framework in Just Another Gibbs Samper (JAGS) software (Plummer 2003) called from 
R statistical software (R2Jags; R Core Team 2016). Instantaneous rates models aim to estimate 
fishing mortality (F), natural mortality (M), total mortality (Z), acute and chronic tag loss, and 
sector specific (e.g., commercial and recreational) reporting rates (λ), when previous information 
on discard mortality and initial tagging survival is known. The model allowed for both harvest and 
catch-and-release fisheries (termed here forward as “discard”), which is an added feature of this 
type of tag-return modeling.  
The model was run on a 4-month timestep (j) (March/April/May/June, July/Aug/Sept/Oct, 
Nov/Dec/Jan/Feb), for a total of nine timesteps (March 2016–December 2018). 
Model Priors 
Uninformative uniform prior distributions were used for the following estimated parameters:  λr 
(0, 1), λc (0, 1), and the natural logs of Frj (−10, 2), Fcj (−10, 2), Fdj (−10, 2), and Mj (−10, 2).  
The probability of tag retention immediately after tagging (ρ) was set at [uniform (0,1)], while 
chronic instantaneous tag loss (Ω) was assumed to equal a previously calculated estimate (A. 
Flowers, unpublished). Discard mortality rate was assumed equal to a previously calculated 
estimate (A. Flowers, unpublished) for the recreational fishery that was then averaged across 
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seasons (δ=10%). The tagging survival rate (s) were assumed equal to 100%, which was based on 
results of a pen study (NCDMF, unpublished).  Finally, the reporting rate (λH) for high-reward 
tags was assumed to be 100%, which was a main assumption of this model.   
Parameter Estimation 
The first 15,000 of 30,000 samples from three Markov chains were excluded. The chains were 
then thinned by five to meet convergence criteria and to remove bias associated with initial 
parameter estimates. Convergence of the three Markov chains posterior distributions were assessed 
visually. All parameter estimates in this report are presented as posterior medians with 95% 
credible intervals (CrI). 
Water Temperature Trigger Analysis 
Onset HOBO Water Temp Pro v2 (U22-001) loggers were deployed throughout the coastal rivers 
and creeks of North Carolina beginning in October 2015. Logger deployment stations were chosen 
to be representative of the systems in each area and in areas prone to cold stuns (Table 1). In most 
locations, two loggers were deployed to gather surface and bottom temperature readings. However, 
one logger was deployed in locations where the shallow water depth made two loggers 
unnecessary.  
HOBO loggers were either tied or attached using longline clips to a weighted line within a 
perforated 2-inch schedule 40 PVC pipe covered with anti-foul paint or clipped to a steel cable 
attached to a cement mooring with a marked float. Suspending the loggers within the PVC pipe 
minimized fouling and offered protection to the loggers while allowing for necessary water 
circulation to gather temperature readings. The PVC pipes were attached to existing Coast Guard 
maintained shoal/channel markers, dock pilings, trees, or bridge pilings using adjustable stainless-
steel strapping and bungee cord. Loggers deployed on mooring lines were suspended one meter 
off the bottom or one meter below the surface using longline clips. Before deployment, loggers 
were programmed to gather temperature readings every 15 minutes.  
Loggers were downloaded on a semi-annual basis or as time permitted at each office, and on a 
more frequent basis during and after a suspected cold stun. The software HOBOware version 3.7.5 
(Onset Computer Corporation 2015) was used to download, view, and export the logger data to an 
Excel file format by each office. Anomalous temperature readings were removed by visual 
inspection of graphically represented data. If in anomalous data, air temperature data coincided 
with the recorded water temperatures and/or there were unusually large spikes in water temperature 
data, this data was deemed inaccurate and omitted (EPA 2014). Stations were analyzed as to 
whether they met the 5 °C for eight consecutive days and/or 3 °C for 24 consecutive hours triggers 
by visually inspecting the data. Water temperature triggers were considered met if water 
temperatures remained at or below 5 or 3 °C for the respective number of hours of each trigger. If 
there were surface and deep HOBO loggers at a station, only water temperature data from deep 
loggers were analyzed because 1) deeper depths were less likely to be exposed to air and/or ice 
and thus are more accurate; 2) as water temperatures drop spotted seatrout attempt to move to 
deeper and warmer water, but if deeper waters are meeting the trigger then that means there is less 
likely to be a thermal refuge in the body of water that the logger is located in. 
Program 120 Juvenile Abundance Index 
Program 120, the North Carolina Estuarine Trawl Survey, is a fisheries independent multispecies 
monitoring program that has provided a long-term database of annual juvenile recruitment for 
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economically important species since 1978. This survey samples a fixed set of 105 core stations 
with additional stations as needed. Spotted seatrout specific sampling started in 2004 at 27 
additional stations located in Pamlico Sound, and the Pamlico, Pungo, and Bay rivers (Figure 2), 
which are sampled twice a year in June and July. Sampling is conducted using an otter trawl with 
a 3.2 m headrope, 6.4 mm mesh wings and body, and 3.2 mm mesh cod end. Tow duration is one 
minute, and all individuals collected are identified, sorted, and counted. 
For analysis, Program 120 data were limited to the 27 spotted seatrout stations sampled in June 
and July from 2004-2018. Spotted seatrout less than 150 mm TL (all fish from 2004 to 2018) were 
assumed to be juvenile fish. A spotted seatrout juvenile abundance index (JAI) was calculated by 
year as an average of the number of fish collected per minute at each station. Since all tows are 
one minute, no reweighting was necessary.  

3 RESULTS 
Spotted Seatrout Natural Mortality 
Triannual estimates of spotted seatrout natural mortality for the period of March 2016 through 
October 2018 ranged from a low of 0.002 (CrI=lower and upper bounds of the 95% credible 
interval) (CrI: 0.000, 0.120) in the summer of 2017 to a high of 1.595 (CrI: 0.482, 2.467) in the 
winter of 2017/2018 (Table 3; Figure 3). Spotted seatrout natural mortality estimates showed 
seasonality, with peaks in the winters of 2016/2017 and 2017/2018, and lows during summer and 
fall. A significantly higher rate of natural mortality was estimated in the winter of 2017/2018 
compared to the winter of 2016/2017 (0.423; CrI: 0.000, 0.891).  
Water Temperature Trigger Analysis 
Water temperature data from the period of the cold stun (December 28, 2017 through January 28, 
2018) was available from 43 stations throughout coastal North Carolina; water temperature data 
and triggers from stations selected to represent locations coastwide is shown in Figure 4.  Thirty-
four stations met at least one of the triggers (79%) (Table 1; Figures 5 and 6). Locations of stations 
that met at least one of the triggers spanned from North River (Currituck/Camden counties) to the 
New River (Onslow County). Thirty-three stations met the 5 °C trigger (Table 1; Figure 5) and 33 
stations met the 3 °C trigger (Table 1; Figure 6). Slocum Creek Head met the 5 °C trigger but did 
not meet the 3 °C trigger. Spooners Creek met the 3 °C trigger but did not meet the 5 °C trigger. 
The nine stations that did not meet either trigger were located from South River south to the Cape 
Fear River. There appeared to be a transitional region for the cold stun event between tributaries 
of the Neuse River and tributaries of the New River, which included stations that did and did not 
meet water temperature triggers (Figures 5 and 6). No stations south of the New River met either 
trigger.  
Program 120 Juvenile Abundance Index 
The Program 120 spotted seatrout juvenile abundance index was variable, with no clear trend and 
peaks in 2006, 2008, 2012, 2013, and 2018 (Table 4; Figure 7). Juvenile abundance ranged from 
a low of 0.67 fish per tow in 2004 to a high of 4.15 fish per tow in 2008, and averaged 2.19 fish 
per tow from 2004-2017. The spotted seatrout juvenile abundance index in 2018 (2.89 fish per 
tow) was above the time-series average and above the five-year average (1.67 fish per tow). 

4 DISCUSSION 
Spotted Seatrout Natural Mortality 
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Cold stun events are relatively common in North Carolina coastal waters, occurring every several 
years, although the magnitude, extent, and consequent impact on spotted seatrout populations will 
differ (McEachron et al. 1994; NCDMF 2015; Ellis et al. 2017a; Ellis et al. 2018). While winter 
severity is strongly correlated to spotted seatrout natural mortality, quantifying the magnitude of 
mortality is difficult. A tag-return model was used to estimate an instantaneous rate of natural 
mortality during the period of the January 2018 cold stun event. The values of natural mortality 
presented in this report are not numbers of fish, but instead rates at which individual fish are lost 
from a population over a specific time interval, which can be used to compare to previous reported 
rates of natural mortality for spotted seatrout.  
The high rate of spotted seatrout natural mortality in the winter of 2017/2018 (i.e., 1.59) estimated 
by the model was consistent with estimated natural mortality from previous cold stun events. 
Comparatively, Ellis et al. (2018) estimated North Carolina spotted seatrout mortality from 2008-
2012, and found that their natural mortality estimates supported the occurrences of two cold stun 
events in the winters of 2009/2010 (i.e., 1.55) and 2010/2011 (i.e., 2.91) (Ellis et al. 2017a; Ellis 
et al. 2018). Therefore, while the rate of natural mortality from the winter of 2017/2018 was high 
and similar to the winter of 2009/2010, it was not as high as the natural mortality observed in the 
winter of 2010/2011. The results in this report provide additional insight into natural mortality 
rates during cold stun events, but the complete range of natural mortality for the North Carolina 
spotted seatrout stock is still unknown (Ellis et al. 2018). Continued tagging effort is needed 
through the division’s multispecies tagging program to fully understand the effects of varying 
winter severity on spotted seatrout natural mortality. 
Water Temperature Trigger Analysis 
The implementation of the adaptive management framework for spotted seatrout cold stun closures 
(NCDMF 2016) has reduced uncertainty in the magnitude and geographical extent of a spotted 
seatrout cold stun event, allowing NCDMF to make objective management decisions. Based on 
this report’s analysis of stations that met one or both water temperature triggers, the January 2018 
cold stun event was clearly extensive, encompassing most of coastal North Carolina. Survival 
probabilities of spotted seatrout are estimated to fall below 50% after meeting either of the triggers 
(Ellis et al. 2017a); water temperatures fell below spotted seatrout’s cold tolerance in many of 
North Carolina’s creeks and bays for long enough to make spotted seatrout highly vulnerable to 
cold-related mortality. In nearly all creeks and bays north of New River that met the 3 °C trigger, 
the water remained at or below 3 °C for more than two days, which is low enough to cause 100% 
mortality of spotted seatrout. This water temperature analysis is largely consistent with statewide 
reports by the public and division of cold stunned spotted seatrout, especially the high numbers of 
dead spotted seatrout observed in the White Oak, Neuse, and Pamlico rivers and their tributaries.  
Minor spotted seatrout cold stuns (approximately 1-5 dead spotted seatrout observed per location) 
were reported by the public and NCDMF in the southern region of the state where neither trigger 
was met, such as in Topsail Creek, Pages Creek, and canals near Holden Beach (respectively 
Pender, New Hanover, and Brunswick counties). Ellis et al. (2017a) reported survival rates of 
approximately 83% for spotted seatrout subjected to 10 days at 7 °C; thus, while not meeting the 
water temperature triggers, water temperatures were low enough for long enough to stun fish and 
cause some mortality. In addition, when water temperatures drop below 7 °C, spotted seatrout will 
attempt to either leave the area (i.e., emigrate) or move to deeper waters (i.e., a thermal refuge) 
(Ellis et al. 2017b). However, environmental conditions, such as tidal currents, may impede the 
fishes’ ability to find thermal refuge or emigrate, making them more susceptible to becoming 
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stunned. Another explanation is that water temperatures may have abruptly fallen critically low 
for a short period of time, causing instantaneous loss of equilibrium and then mortality. During the 
period of the cold stun event, water temperatures at Pages Creek dropped below 2 °C four times 
between Jan. 4 and Jan. 8, 2018. Similarly, water temperatures at Dutchman Creek (Brunswick 
County), the southernmost station, fell below 2 °C once. For spotted seatrout, the minimum 
stressful but survivable water temperature over a very short duration is approximately 2-3 °C. 
Water temperatures below 2-3 °C, even for a short duration, will most likely be fatal (McDonald 
et al. 2010; Ellis et al. 2017a). 
Only one report of cold stunned spotted seatrout was confirmed in the northern region of the state; 
however, all stations in this region met both triggers. The lack of observed stuns is most likely due 
to a difference in migration patterns and overwintering habits of spotted seatrout further north. At 
the northernmost extent of their range, spotted seatrout migrate out of estuaries in the fall and 
overwinter south along the coast (Dorval et al. 2005; Smith et al. 2008; Ellis 2014; Ellis et al. 
2017b). If these spotted seatrout overwinter in the ocean as opposed to creeks and bays, they are 
not exposed to the rapid temperature declines associated with cold stun events, and therefore 
experience no related mortality. If these fish migrated to southern North Carolina estuaries (Ellis 
et al. 2017b), they too may have been affected by the cold stun there. However, for spotted seatrout 
that may have migrated south, their probability of survival was more likely greater than if they had 
remained in the northern regions of the state. 
Program 120 Juvenile Abundance Index 
After the January 2018 cold stun, harvest was closed until June 15, 2018 to allow the surviving 
population the opportunity to spawn in the spring. The Program 120 spotted seatrout JAI showed 
above average 2018 recruitment. Although we cannot definitively determine whether the closure 
explains the observed increase in recruitment, a harvest closure has been suggested to promote a 
quicker recovery of the population (McEachron et al. 1994). 

5 CONCLUSIONS 
The analysis of water temperature and tagging data, in addition to the reports of cold stunned fish, 
provides evidence of the January 2018 cold stun’s extensive impacts on the spotted seatrout 
population. However, positive signs for the spotted seatrout stock can be seen in the above average 
2018 recruitment. 
Population dynamics of spotted seatrout in North Carolina are driven primarily by sources of 
natural mortality, such as cold stun events, which has high interannual variability (i.e., not all years 
have cold stun events so natural mortality will be very high some years and low others) (Ellis et 
al. 2018). The previous spotted seatrout stock assessment (NCDMF 2015) was unable to 
incorporate variable natural mortality estimates but recognized its importance to more accurately 
assess the spotted seatrout population. Consequently, development of a model that incorporated 
variable natural mortality estimates was added as a research recommendation to investigate during 
the next assessment. The next spotted seatrout benchmark stock assessment is scheduled to begin 
in 2019, and tag-return and water temperature data will be considered in the development of the 
model. 
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7 TABLES 
Table 1.  A description of each HOBO temperature logger station that had data available during 

the time of the January 2018 cold stun event (Dec. 28, 2017 – Jan. 28, 2018), 
including the county the station is located in, the Division of Marine Fisheries office 
responsible for that station, the station water depth, and whether the station met the 5 
°C and/or 3 °C triggers. Lastly, minimum, mean, and maximum water temperatures 
for the period of the cold stun event are given. EC=Elizabeth City Office, 
MAN=Manteo Office, WS=Washington Office, MC=Morehead City Office, 
WI=Wilmington Office. 

Station Description County DMF 
Office 

Depth 
(m) 

Met 5 
°C 

Trigger 

Met 3 
°C 

Trigger 

Min 
Water 
Temp 

(°C) 

Mean 
Water 
Temp 

(°C) 

Max 
Water 
Temp 

(°C) 
North River marker 135 Currituck EC 2.6 Y Y -0.3 3.0 8.6 
Little Alligator Old HWY 64 
Bridge Alligator River 

Tyrrell EC 2.4 Y Y 0.8 4.5 9.2 

Little Alligator DOT Canal 
Alligator River 

Tyrrell EC 2.1 Y Y -0.2 4.4 9.5 

Little Alligator River Rock Pt. 
Alligator River 

Tyrrell EC 0.9 Y Y 0.4 4.8 11.1 

Upper Second Creek Alligator 
River Mike Binkleys blind 

Tyrrell EC 0.9 Y Y -0.3 4.8 12.3 

Lower Second Creek Alligator 
River 

Tyrrell EC 0.9 Y Y -0.3 4.2 11.2 

Kitty Hawk Bay marker 6 Dare MAN 2.4 Y Y -0.2 3.8 10.7 
Peter Mashoes Creek 1 Dare MAN 1.1 Y Y -0.5 3.3 9.5 
Avon Basin Dare MAN 2.0 Y Y -3.0 4.1 20.3 
Hatteras Slash Creek bridge Dare MAN 1.3 Y Y -1.3 4.4 17.0 
Long Shoal Deep Creek 
bridge 

Dare MAN 3.4 Y Y -0.6 4.5 10.2 

Long Shoal Deep Creek 
mouth 

Dare MAN 0.9 Y Y 2.4 5.6 10.3 

Swan Quarter Bay marker # 
(red light 10) - sign post 

Hyde WS 2.3 Y Y -0.7 4.9 10.9 

Pungo River 264 Bridge 
Leechville - Stump 

Beaufort WS 2.2 Y Y 0.5 4.7 10.8 

Pungo Creek HWY 92 - piling Beaufort WS 2.1 Y Y 0.1 4.3 9.8 
Bath Creek - Old railroad 
piling 

Beaufort WS 2.4 Y Y -0.1 5.0 10.6 

Blounts Creek SR1112 bridge Beaufort WS 2.4 Y Y 0.2 4.5 9.9 
South Creek (Pamlico) - Hwy 
33 bridge 

Beaufort WS 1.8 Y Y -1.5 6.1 15.8 

Bay River Green marker 9 Pamlico WS 3.4 Y Y 1.9 5.4 11.5 
Oriental HWY 55/SR1308 
bridge Neuse River 

Pamlico WS 3.4 Y Y 1.7 5.5 12.2 

Slocum mouth on VR2 station 
#NE315 

Craven MC 2.6 Y Y -0.6 5.4 13.1 
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Station Description County DMF 
Office 

Depth 
(m) 

Met 5 
°C 

Trigger 

Met 3 
°C 

Trigger 

Min 
Water 
Temp 

(°C) 

Mean 
Water 
Temp 

(°C) 

Max 
Water 
Temp 

(°C) 
Tucker Creek split Craven MC 1.3 N N 0.6 7.6 14.7 
Slocum Creek head Craven MC 3.0 Y N 1.8 6.7 16.0 
Hancock Creek mid Craven MC 1.3 Y Y -3.1 6.5 20.2 
Hancock Creek head Craven MC 4.8 N N 4.8 8.0 12.9 
North River Narrows Carteret MC 2.0 Y Y -1.4 5.5 15.1 
Spooners Creek Carteret MC 1.6 N Y 0.5 7.1 16.5 
White Oak River Stella bridge Onslow MC 4.0 Y Y 0.3 5.5 10.1 
Pettiford Creek Carteret MC 2.3 Y Y -0.4 5.7 13.2 
Jarrett Bay; Smyrna Creek Carteret MC 2.0 Y Y -1.2 6.1 18.7 
Long Bay headwaters Carteret MC 1.5 Y Y 0.1 6.0 16.6 
South River mid Carteret MC 1.0 N N 3.4 7.6 11.5 
South River headwaters Carteret MC 2.5 Y Y 0.9 6.1 16.3 
Queens Creek Carteret MC 1.0 Y Y -0.5 5.8 13.4 
New River 172 bridge Onslow WI 3.4 Y Y -1.0 5.6 11.2 
New River Mill Creek boat 
ramp 

Onslow WI 1.5 N N 0.0 5.2 16.0 

New River North East Creek 
HWY 24 bridge 

Onslow WI 2.7 Y Y 0.6 6.8 14.1 

New River S Marine BLVD 
bridge 

Onslow WI 3.0 N N 2.7 7.4 14.4 

New River Southwest Creek Onslow WI 1.4 Y Y -0.1 5.0 11.1 
Cape Fear River Dutchman 
Creek 

Brunswick WI 2.1 N N 1.4 8.3 15.5 

Pages Creek New Hanover WI 1.1 N N 1.5 7.7 15.1 
Sunny Point Brunswick WI 3.6 N N 2.7 7.0 10.9 
Mallory Creek Brunswick WI 2.1 N N 2.3 6.9 11.3 

 
 

Table 2. Total number of spotted seatrout used in the tag-return model that were released and 
recaptured each year for the period of this study (March 2016 – December 2018). 

Year 

Annual 
Time 

Period Released Recaptured 
2016 Mar-Feb 1,203 96 
2017 Mar-Feb 2,520 122 
2018 Mar-Dec 1,095 14 
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Table 3. Summary of the triannual time step estimates of natural mortality (M) for spotted 
seatrout from March 2016 to October 2018. Presented estimates are the posterior 
medians and associated lower and upper bounds of the 95% credible interval (CrI). 

Time Step M 
Lower 

CrI 
Upper 

CrI 
March 2016 - June 2016  0.061 0.000 0.868 
July 2016 - October 2016 0.005 0.000 0.347 
November 2016 - February 2017 0.423 0.000 0.891 
March 2017 - June 2017 0.170 0.000 0.767 
July 2017 - October 2017 0.002 0.000 0.120 
November 2017 - February 2018 1.595 0.482 2.467 
March 2018 - June 2018 0.005 0.000 0.735 
July 2018 - October 2018 0.005 0.000 0.664 

 
 
 
 
Table 4. Program 120 juvenile abundance index (JAI; average number of fish collected per tow) 

from 2004-2018, June and July combined, with number of samples (N) and standard 
error (SE). 

Year N JAI SE 
2004 54 0.67 0.23 
2005 54 2.80 0.69 
2006 54 4.13 1.54 
2007 54 2.59 0.81 
2008 54 4.15 1.08 
2009 54 1.09 0.29 
2010 54 1.72 0.54 
2011 54 1.11 0.31 
2012 54 4.00 1.13 
2013 54 3.54 0.91 
2014 54 1.46 0.39 
2015 54 1.81 0.55 
2016 54 0.72 0.22 
2017 54 0.80 0.25 
2018 54 2.89 0.74 
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Figure 1. Spotted seatrout cold stun management areas 
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Figure 2. Program 120 Estuarine Trawl Survey spotted seatrout core stations that are sampled June 
and July, 2004-Present. 
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Figure 3. The instantaneous natural mortality rate estimated across eight triannual tag-recovery 

periods (March 2016–October 2018) from spotted seatrout tagged in North Carolina 
waters.  Presented estimates are the posterior medians and associated lower and upper 
bounds of the 95% credible interval (CrI). 
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Figure 4. Water temperatures (°C) from 12/28/17 through 1/28/18 (during the period of the January 
2018 cold stun) from representative stations across North Carolina, with the 3°C (short 
dash) and 5°C (long dash) triggers. If there were shallow and deep loggers at a station, 
only data from the deep logger is shown. 
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Figure 5. Water temperature monitoring stations that did (light blue triangle) and did not (gray 
circle) meet the 5 °C for eight consecutive days trigger for the period of December 28, 
2017 to January 28, 2018.  
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Figure 6. Water temperature monitoring stations that did (dark blue triangle) and did not (gray 
circle) meet the 3 °C for 24 consecutive hours trigger for the period of December 28, 
2017 to January 28, 2018.  
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Figure 7. Spotted seatrout juvenile abundance index (average number of fish per tow) from 

Program 120 Estuarine Trawl Survey, June and July, 2004-2018. The shaded area 
represents standard error. 
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