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Marine Fisheries Commission Business Meeting

AGENDA

Islander Hotel and Resort; Emerald Isle, NC
November 20-22, 2024

N.C.G.S. 1384-15(e) mandates at the beginning of any meeting of a board, the chair shall remind all members of
their duty to avoid conflicts of interest under Chapter 138. The chair also shall inquire as to whether there is any
known conflict of interest with respect to any matters coming before the board at that time.

N.C.G.S. 143B-289.54.(g)(2) states a member of the Marine Fisheries Commission shall not vote on any issue before
the Commission that would have a "significant and predictable effect” on the member's financial interest. For
purposes of this subdivision, "significant and predictable effect” means there is or may be a close causal link between
the decision of the Commission and an expected disproportionate financial benefit to the member that is shared only
by a minority of persons within the same industry sector or gear group. A member of the Commission shall also
abstain from voting on any petition submitted by an advocacy group of which the member is an officer or sits as a
member of the advocacy group's board of directors. A member of the Commission shall not use the member's official
position as a member of the Commission to secure any special privilege or exemption of substantial value for any
person. No member of the Commission shall, by the member's conduct, create an appearance that any person could
improperly influence the member in the performance of the member's official duties.

Commissioners having questions about a conflict of interest or appearance of conflict should consult with counsel to
the Marine Fisheries Commission or the secretary’s ethics liaison. Upon discovering a conflict, the commissioner
should inform the chair of the commission in accordance with N.C.G.S. 1384-15(e).

Wednesday, November 20, 2024
6:00 p.m. Public Comment Period

Thursday, November 21, 2024

9:00 a.m. Public Comment Period

9:30 a.m. Preliminary Matters
e Presentation of awards
e Swearing in of New Commissioner
e Commission Call to Order* — Sammy Corbett, Chairman
e Moment of Silence and Pledge of Allegiance
e Review Ethics Evaluations of New Commissioners
e Conflict of Interest Reminder
e Roll Call
e Remarks by Department of Environmental Quality Secretary Kelley
e Approval of Agenda **
e Approval of Meeting Minutes **

9:45 a.m. Chairman’s Report
e Letters and Online Comments
¢ Ethics Training and Statement of Economic Interest Reminder

* Times indicated are merely for guidance. The commission will proceed through the agenda until completed.
**Probable Action Items 1



10:00 a.m.

10:30 a.m.

11:15 a.m.
12:00 p.m.

1:30 p.m.
2:15 p.m.

Marine Fisheries Commission Business Meeting Agenda

e FElect Vice Chair **

Committee Reports
e MFC Nominating Committee — Chris Batsavage
o Vote on slate of nominees for obligatory seat for the South Atlantic
Fishery Management Council**

Director’s Report — Kathy Rawls

e Reports and updates on recent Division of Marine Fisheries activities
o Southern Flounder Amendment 4 Update
o Atlantic States Marine Fisheries Commission Update — Chris Batsavage
o Mid-Atlantic Fishery Management Council Update — Chris Batsavage
o South Atlantic Fishery Management Council Update — Trish Murphey

» Federal For-Hire Permit Information Paper
o Section Updates — Zach Harrison, Shannon Jenkins, Brandi Salmon, Jason
Rock, Col. Carter Witten

¢ Informational Materials

o Protected Resources Update Memo

Overview of the ESA Section 10 Incidental Take Permit — Barbie Byrd
Lunch Break
MRIP Presentation — Jeff Moore, Brad Johnson

Fishery Management Plans
e Spotted Seatrout Fishery Management Plan Amendment 1 — Lucas Pensinger,
Melinda Lambert
o Review Public Comment and AC Recommendations
o Vote on Preferred Management Options**
e Opyster Fishery Management Plan Amendment 5
o Presentation of Draft Amendment 5 — Joe Facendola, Bennett Paradis
o Vote on approval of draft Amendment 5 for Public and Advisory
Committee Review **
e Hard Clam Fishery Management Plan Amendment 3
o Presentation of Draft Amendment 3 — Jeff Dobbs, Lorena de la Garza
o Vote on approval of draft Amendment 3 for Public and Advisory
Committee Review **
e Blue Crab Fishery Management Plan Amendment 3 Adaptive Management Update
— Robert Corbett, McLean Seward

Friday, November 22, 2024

9:00 a.m.
9:15 a.m.

Rule Suspensions — Jason Rock

Rulemaking — Catherine Blum

e 2023-2024 Rulemaking Cycle Update
e 2024-2025 Rulemaking Cycle Update

* Times indicated are merely for guidance. The commission will proceed through the agenda until completed.

**Probable Action Items



Marine Fisheries Commission Business Meeting Agenda

9:45 a.m. Environmental Permit Review Presentation — Kim Harding
10:30 a.m. Closed Session to Discuss CCA v. State of NC
11:30 a.m. Issues from Commissioners

12:00 p.m.  Meeting Assignments and Preview of Agenda Items for Next Meeting — Jesse Bissette
12:15p.m.  Adjourn

* Times indicated are merely for guidance. The commission will proceed through the agenda until completed.
**Probable Action Items



Marine Fisheries Commission Business Meeting Minutes
Hilton Raleigh North Hills
Raleigh, North Carolina
August 21-23, 2024

The Marine Fisheries Commission (MFC) held a business meeting August 21-23, 2024, at the
Hilton Raleigh North Hills hotel in Raleigh, North Carolina. In addition to the public comment
session, members of the public submitted public comment online or via U.S. mail. To view the
public comment, g0 to: https://www.deq.nc.gov/marine-fisheries/marine-fisheries-
commission/august-2024/online-public-comments/open.

The briefing materials, presentations, and full audio from this meeting are available at:
https://www.deq.nc.gov/about/divisions/marine-fisheries/marine-fisheries-commaission/past-
marine-fisheries-commission-meetings#QuarterlyBusinessMeeting-August21-232024-15391.

Actions and motions from the meeting are listed in bold type.

BUSINESS MEETING - MOTIONS AND ACTIONS

August 21, 2024

Chairman Rob Bizzell held a public comment session that began at 6 p.m. The following
comments were received.

Public Comment Period (view the video recording)

Bill Mandulak spoke about opening the season for summer and Gulf flounder for recreational
fishing. He said it is a shame recreational fishermen cannot fish for those fish. He said he spoke
with people from the Atlantic States Marine Fisheries Commission and learned there are other
states that have separate rules for different flounders, like New York and New Jersey, and they
can tell the species apart; if they can tell them apart then he said North Carolina anglers sure can.
Mr. Mandulak said there are only three species of flounder in North Carolina, and only one of
those is in trouble; for the other two, there is the potential to have a recreational fishery. He said
there will be a recreational fishery for southern flounder at Kerr Lake; he will be there in early
September to see if he can catch any. He said he would appreciate it if the MFC would consider
that, and he suggested they put it on their agenda to look at how it can be done. He said people
can tell the species apart and it would be a nice gesture to take care of recreational fishermen. Mr.
Mandulak also said he hopes the MFC will continue to look at false albacore; he said he likes to
catch them, and they are a lot of fun to catch. He said he would hate to see them get overfished
and not be able to have the kind of schools we have currently and the good fishery for them.

Scott Mooneyham, a recreational fisherman from Fayetteville, N.C., spoke about the Spotted
Seatrout Fishery Management Plan Amendment 1. He said a big reason spotted seatrout has been
a primary target of inshore fishermen with boats is because of the resilience of the fish; that
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resilience is not just his opinion, but the opinion of the Division of Marine Fisheries (DMF)
science and the biology of the fish. Mr. Mooneyham cited a study by Tim Ellis that he said shows
natural mortality is responsible for 81-92% of fish deaths, with recreational and commercial catch
and discards accounting for 8-19%. He said spotted seatrout live to a maximum of nine years of
age, they reach 15 inches by two years of age, they begin spawning between one and two years of
age, and they reach 20 inches by three years of age. He said the females produce millions of eggs
and they have long spawning seasons. Mr. Mooneyham described spotted seatrout as the
Superman of Fish, and he said he is grateful to have them. He continued, saying the DMF fish
trawl and gill net surveys appear to show no decline in mature fish, and the reported commercial
catch and recreational fish show no decline in average size caught. On the recreational side, he
said it appears to be the number of live discards or releases, and increased catches overall, that is
driving the proposal to further restrict the creel limit. He said in doing so, the MFC will be
increasing the very trend that it seeks to remedy, causing more recreational discards, and once in
place, this new creel limit will never be increased. He said North Carolina will have the most
restrictive spotted seatrout and flounder recreational fishing in the Southeast. The people who
make up an outsized portion of those contributing to the fishing economy in North Carolina, the
small boat, inshore angler, will again bear the brunt of the changes. He questioned why any angler
in the state would buy a bay boat or a skiff today. Mr. Mooneyham acknowledged that the
Fisheries Reform Act of 1997 mandates certain actions of the MFC, but pointed out the statute
also mentions the “equitable resolution of competing social and economic interests.” He asked the
MEFC to be honest about those competing economic interests. He said the only reason that North
Carolina continues to allow inshore trawling is because of the economic interest of the shrimping
industry, and its value to the overall commercial fishing industry in the state. With thousands of
jobs in the boatbuilding, tackle, and tourism industries on the line, he asked why the same logic
does not apply to this decision.

Marc Boettger said he grew up recreationally fishing in North Carolina. He said a lot of the talk
around flounder and spotted seatrout is about dead discards, but the MFC has failed to address the
massive amount of dead discards from shrimp trawlers. He said the pretty well established and
accepted number is three pounds of bycatch for every one pound of shrimp. Mr. Boettger said
North Carolina has averaged about eight million pounds of shrimp per year over the last five
years, which comes to about 25 million pounds of bycatch, depending on the make-up of the
bycatch and how big those fish are. He said this is hundreds of millions of juvenile fish killed
every year in North Carolina’s shrimp trawl fishery. He said, “that’s a lot” and is probably a lot
more discards than is coming from recreational harvest of flounder or spotted seatrout, but it is
continuously ignored. Mr. Boettger said North Carolina is the only state on the Atlantic or Gulf
coast that allows large scale inshore shrimp trawling, many states do not allow it at all, and this is
the same for gill nets. He said ironically, North Carolina is not even in the top five states for
pounds landed and money generated for commercial fisheries, among Atlantic and Gulf coast
states. He said North Carolina is typically around seventh or eighth in both of those categories.
Mr. Boettger said spot, Atlantic croaker, gray trout, flounder, and blue crabs make up a large
amount of the bycatch from a shrimp trawl. He said not only are tons of biomass being removed
from the bottom of the food chain, but a lot of those species were once great fisheries in North
Carolina; we have gotten rid of those. He said shrimp trawling and bycatch are completely
antithetical to accepted modern management practices that take a whole ecosystem approach.
North Carolina cannot continually remove such large amounts of biomass from the bottom of the



food chain and expect nothing to happen; common sense management would not allow this. He
said it is a complete failure of management unless the MFC’s goal is to protect shrimp trawling
through the destruction of other viable recreational and commercial fisheries, in which case the
MFC has done a great job. Mr. Boettger said we cannot continue to allow that amount of waste,
which would not be acceptable in any other practice or industry at three pounds to one pound. He
said that is a ridiculous amount of waste, and he does not know why it has continued to be
allowed. He said it does not make sense from a management or economic standpoint.

Dan Moses said he is president of the Eastern Carolina Saltwater Fishing Club of New Bern,
which has been in existence since the late 1990s, with most members in their 30s and 40s. He said
the group has accumulated many years of experience fishing in the local rivers and creeks of
eastern North Carolina. Mr. Moses said he has lived in that area since he retired in 2005 and has
been an avid fisherman ever since that time. He said his comments are about the marine fisheries
resources that the MFC is charged with managing for all people of North Carolina, more
specifically the management proposals for the spotted seatrout fishery. He said recently, the
Spotted Seatrout FMP Advisory Committee spent three days developing a proposal to address the
issues with this fishery. Mr. Moses said their proposal was a good compromise, addressing the
issues associated with that fishery, yet he said the MFC has chosen to deviate from that proposal
and develop its own ideas as to how to address the issue that spotted seatrout may be in a status
where overfishing is occurring. He said as seen by the MFC’s botched attempt to address the
flounder issue with a complete seasonal closure, the MFC now wants to make the same failed
attempt to enact a seasonal closure on spotted seatrout. He said the MFC is slowly taking away
the opportunity for the recreational fishermen to take any fish for own use. Mr. Moses said
seasonal and complete closures of fisheries not only affects recreational fishermen, but also the
hundreds of local fishing guides that try to make their living as a fishing guide. He said it also has
a tremendous negative impact on the economy of eastern North Carolina. He said he wonders
what the point is of buying a fishing license when the MFC is so restrictive with what fish can be
harvested. He asked the MFC to reconsider the proposal of the advisory committee in full, as it
accomplishes the required reductions necessary to sustain the state’s spotted seatrout fishery
without a seasonal closure. He acknowledged the MFC has been asked to do a hard job, but he
said the MFC needs to do a better job for the people of North Carolina.

Victor Tucker, of Warren County, North Carolina, between Kerr Lake and Lake Gaston, said he
fished the inland, joint, and coastal waters of the state for all of his life. He said for the most part,
the catch limits in inland waters have changed very little in the past 30 or 40 years, but he cannot
say the same for joint and coastal waters. He said he had a front row set to watch the never-ending
regulations in the recreational catch limits; it is not easy to swallow, but he wants to protect the
future generations, such as his kids and grandkids. Mr. Tucker said it is important to the future
generations to protect these fish. He asked why the shrimp industry is allowed to kill
approximately one billion finfish every year, why the MFC keeps making rules only to show
failure, and why the same lawmakers who allow this to happen keep being elected. He said the
best answer he has come up with after looking at hours of data is cheap shrimp. He asked if the
MFC can imagine what the state’s fisheries would look like if 25% of them were allowed to reach
one or two years of age. Mr. Tucker said how the MFC has handled recent flounder regulations
compared to spotted seatrout is proof of where the MFC is looking: each decision was made to
allow commercial fishermen the most amount of retained fish for flounder and spotted seatrout.



He said the recreational fishermen only took about 10% of the amount of flounder that was taken
10 or 15 years ago, yet there is no recreational season and the commercial fishermen still have a
season. He recommended a way to handle all of this differently: user groups. He said the largest
user group currently gets less, and the less amount of users gets richer, as long as everybody gets
cheap shrimp. He said we do not have to abide like that. He urged the MFC to end cheap shrimp
and move the trawlers out of the sound, which he acknowledged will hurt a lot of the smaller
commercial fishermen, so it can be phased out so the smaller family people can do that. Mr.
Tucker said the MFC needs to be restructured so the rules make the most economic benefit for
North Carolina. He said the state needs to put the Wildlife Resources Commission over
recreational fishing, and do not allow a closure of a season.

Steve Brewster, of Richlands, North Carolina, said he drove three hours to speak for three
minutes, and he has some radical ideas. He said he would really like to not be in front of the MFC
again in five years talking about spotted seatrout; we cannot do flounder again. He said he is not
speaking for himself, because if it came down to him or some of the commercial fishermen he
knows, they could have these fish in a heartbeat. He said there is a rift pulling everyone further
apart. Mr. Brewster said he sat on the Spotted Seatrout FMP Advisory Committee, and he heard
from the commercial members, and they are of the standpoint that they simply cannot give up
anything else. He said he has heard this enough that he understands their stance, and he has
thought day and night about what could maybe be done to remove some of the toxicity. He said
adaptive management is the only way to move quickly enough to adapt. He said if the commercial
fishermen pull back on something, the recreational fishermen will increase. With spotted seatrout,
he said there is an obvious and specific concern that recreational fishermen take most of the
spotted seatrout, so there is going to be a mass excess of spotted seatrout in the range over 20
inches in length. He said if mesh is set in the same place, it cannot be avoided; the fish will be
caught. Mr. Brewster said he is not so ignorant as to come up with the exact guidelines for
adaptive management. He said that needs to be a big group discussion, but he suggested quotas
and season closures for both sectors that ensure an equal reduction will provide everyone the
equal benefit of not being back before the MFC winding up in the same really bad place as
flounder where we suffered equal consequences that were terrible. He said the best part is
everyone can just blame it all on the DMF director when it goes wrong, which everyone already
does. He said he does not envy the decisions the MFC has to make.

Mary Ellen Hunter said she works for the Coastal Conservation Association. She said she would
tell a little story to see if resonates with anyone. She said she is an only child; everyone said her
dad wanted a boy, but he got her, so he took her hunting and fishing. She said she grew up Down
East on the Pungo River and fished in and around there. She said her dad taught her a very
sustainable lifestyle, which she loved, getting their meat from hunting and fishing, and their fruits
and veggies from their garden. She said she loves that and that is how it should be. Ms. Hunter
said she plans to have a family of her own one day, and she would love to be able to take them to
the same waters she grew up on, she would love for her dad to be able to take his grandkids
fishing, and she would love to keep four trout and keep flounder again. She said she and her dad
went there last weekend and saw that it is dead, which breaks her heart. She said she is very
passionate about this, and she is going to do everything she can with her organization to make a
difference. Ms. Hunter said young people need to know what it was like.



Donald Willis, owner of Custom Marine Fabrication in New Bern, said he has made his income
for his entire adult life off the recreational fishery. First, he spoke about false albacore, saying it
needs to be protected. He said the MFC has to put some guidelines on this fishery before
something bad happens to it. He said it is such an economic driver right now for the recreational
fishery and it needs and deserves to be protected. Next, he spoke about the proposed spotted
seatrout season closure. He said the MFC is talking about shutting one and a half million anglers
out of a public trust resource in January and February when there is nothing else to catch, except
maybe a few drum at the coast. He said shutting down the fishery is not right. Mr. Willis said he
spoke with a good friend today, the owner of MirrOlure. He relayed that his friend said a closure
does not fix spotted seatrout or any fishery. He said the reasoning is that people panic
approaching a closure date and create a tragedy of the commons; they keep two and three times
more than they normally would, put it in their freezer, and at the end of the year they throw it
away. Mr. Willis said extra fish kept before a closure does not do anything, and a closure never
comes close to working, especially for spotted seatrout. He offered this as food for thought,
saying he cannot see shutting a fishery down when there is nothing else to fish for. He suggested
if a closure is necessary to consider some other time of year when there are other fish available,
but not January and February.

Bert Owens, of Beaufort, North Carolina, spoke about spotted seatrout. He said he served on the
MFC’s Shellfish/Crustacean Advisory Committee for two terms earlier in his career. He said the
committee of nine people made recommendations and none of them were taken by the MFC, so
he left the committee after serving for two terms. Mr. Owens said now, the Spotted Seatrout FMP
Advisory Committee has made good and hard decisions to put forth to the MFC and they made a
significant effort for rebuilding the fishery since the fishery is experiencing overfishing. He
recommended the MFC take the committee’s recommendations because the committee consisted
of citizens from both sides that came to decisions and spent the time. He said going forward, the
MFC will be asking other people to volunteer for other committees. Mr. Owens said it speaks well
when a committee makes solid recommendations, and those recommendations are taken by the
MFC. Mr. Owens said that 1s what he thinks should happen: take the solid recommendations the
citizens brought to the MFC. He said the DMF has recommendations, so then the MFC can just
skip the committee recommendations then. Mr. Owens moved on to speak about ocellated
flounder. He said on three recent fishing trips, he caught 60 flounder and was not even targeting
flounder, 59 of which were Gulf flounder and one of which was a summer flounder. He said he
can see the ocellated spots, like anyone can. He said he was not too far from an inlet, and the
farther someone is from an inlet the less likely they are to catch ocellated flounder and the more
likely they are to catch southern flounder. Mr. Owens said people can tell the difference between
flounder with spots with a white circle around a spot or not, so recreational fishermen should have
an ocellated season. He said the MFC is supposed to manage the fishery for both groups, which is
not happening when the MFC keeps recreational fishermen out of that fishery. He urged the MFC
to give recreational fishermen some flounder to catch. He said it is the right thing to do and it is
what the MFC is supposed to do.

With no one else wishing to speak, Chairman Bizzell ended the public comment period at 6:25
p.m.



August 22, 2024

Chairman Bizzell convened the MFC business meeting at 9 a.m. on August 22, 2024, with the
public comment period. The public comment session began at 9 a.m. The following comments
were received.

Public Comment Period (view the video recording)

Stuart Creighton reminded the MFC of the strong support for the potential new false albacore rule
at the February 2024 MFC meeting. He said as you consider the vote at this meeting, that support
has not waned. Next, he said ultimately spotted seatrout must be granted gamefish status; that
would solve all of the current issues. As a member of the Spotted Seatrout FMP Advisory
Committee (AC), he said he does not agree with the initial recommendations from the DMF; they
should not be approved. He said the AC recommended a recreational 16-20-inch slot limit with
one fish over 24 inches allowed, retaining the current four-fish per person per day bag limit, and
no closure, which would be roughly a 33% reduction. For the commercial industry, the AC
recommended a closure from January through March, which would be roughly a 29% reduction.
He said the overall reductions would be roughly 32% as compared to the 39.6% recommended
reduction from the DMF. Mr. Creighton said he prefers the AC recommendations because they
provide a comparable reduction without a closure on this $500 million annual recreational
economic engine. Mr. Creighton said dead discards in the spotted seatrout fishery for the public
sector can be easily addressed by requiring circle hooks for those using natural bait. According to
the DMF, the benefit is unquantifiable at this point, but that does not mean there is no benefit. He
said we have to be especially cautious when talking about closures in the spotted seatrout public
fishery. Because of problems in other fisheries, most notably striped bass and southern flounder,
anglers are left with little else to take home during the months of this proposed closure. For
example, he said in the rivers in the wintertime, one red drum would be kept in January and
February, mostly with black drum and sheepshead, leaving only perch and crappie. Lastly, Mr.
Creighton said while originally intended for striped bass recovery, the gill net restricted areas
should be codified into the amendment because of the benefit to spotted seatrout and other
species.

Ron McCoy of Hampstead, North Carolina, said he grew up fishing the Crystal Coast, and now
living in Hampstead he fishes the inshore Cape Fear River. He said he started attending MFC
meetings 10 years ago, in 2014. He said since the 1997 Fisheries Reform Act that created this
commission, there has continued to be a dramatic decline in the population of the 13 saltwater
resources that you manage. He said he believes this decline is directly related to the MFC's
meeting agenda. Mr. McCoy said the MFC meeting format has not changed in the past 10 years,
but MFC members have changed. He said the meeting agenda drowns in five-year fishery plan
updates, committee reports, and public comments. He said the Fisheries Reform Act gives the
MFC the authority to dictate your agenda. He asked where the MFC should start with a new
agenda, saying we all know that the most destructive inshore gear is large mesh gill nets. Mr.
McCoy said large mesh gill nets are a major root cause of our saltwater resource decline. He said
large mesh gill nets are indiscriminate killers. He said he fishes in North Carolina, he fishes
inshore, and he mainly catches lizard fish and pinfish; he rarely catches a flounder, spotted
seatrout, or red drum. He said in North Carolina there are large mesh gill nets inshore used by not


https://www.youtube.com/live/d9XSAOcHJas?si=df0Am8Baf-g_F8O9&t=165

just true commercial fishermen who report their catch on trip tickets but also recreational
fishermen too lazy to bait hook. He said he has heard that a recreational fisherman can rent a
commercial license and a gill net by the day in North Carolina. He said in May he fished in South
Carolina and caught a limit of fish; there are no large mesh gill nets inshore. He said in June he
fished in Florida and caught a limit of fish; there are no large mesh gill nets inshore. He said in
June he fished in Mississippi and caught a limit of fish; there are no large mesh gill nets inshore.
In November, he will fish in Louisiana, where he always catches a limit of spotted seatrout and
red drum; there are no large mesh gill nets inshore. Mr. McCoy said he has not fished in Georgia,
Alabama, or Texas. He said in 2008, Georgia, Alabama, and Texas banned the use of large mesh
gill nets inshore. He said every other state on the Atlantic and Gulf coasts banned this destructive
root cause from their inshore waters. He said the MFC chooses not to address root causes but hide
in your decades-old agenda and divide up the catch between user groups. Mr. McCoy said if the
MFC's divide-and-conquer management plans were working, we would have more fish. He said at
the last MFC meeting the commission divided southern flounder, so at this meeting the MFC is
dividing spotted seatrout. He asked what is more important: the resource or the user group.

David Sneed, of the Coastal Conservation Association of North Carolina, said he attended the
Spotted Seatrout FMP AC Workshop. He said the AC supported the use of a slot limit as a means
to reduce harvest over reduced bag limits or seasonal closures. He said he thinks that the public
angler being shut out of the flounder fishery played a role in their thinking. Mr. Sneed said the
very idea that the public has no access to harvest a flounder, southern, Gulf, or summer, while the
for-profit sector continues to harvest is unconscionable. He asked the MFC to think about that:
historically, the most popular species sought after by public anglers can now only be accessed
through a restaurant or a seafood market. He said that should not happen again. Mr. Sneed said
the AC supported a 16-20-inch slot limit, with one fish over 24 inches, and a four-fish bag limit,
that would achieve roughly a 30% reduction. He said the AC recommendation should be in the
options considered by the MFC. He added, if the MFC is going to implement a slot limit for
public anglers then there should be a slot limit for commercial fishers as well. He said the use of a
slot limit for reducing commercial harvest was rejected by the DMF because of gill nets. He said
the use of a seasonal closure for commercial harvest reductions is the only option being presented
by the DMF; however, there was support at the AC Workshop for consideration of alternative
measures to reduce commercial harvest that are not included in the draft amendment. He said one
was setting an annual cap on total commercial harvest, a second was eliminating the use of gill
nets in the spotted seatrout fishery and allowing a hook-and-line-only fishery. Mr. Sneed said
these options deserve the MFC's consideration. He asked if we could have a commercial spotted
seatrout fishery without gill nets; certainly, he said, many states already do. Next, he asked if
there are questions about latent commercial fishing licenses being used by recreational anglers; he
answered "of course, but a hook-and-line commercial permit for spotted seatrout requiring the
sale of fish in combination with a commercial harvest cap would control this abuse. He said he
looked at how other states manage their spotted seatrout fisheries and provided a written summary
for the MFC's consideration; he skipped Georgia for some reason and could not understand
Mississippi's website and find what he was looking for. He said, "kudos to DMF for having a
website where you can at least find information." He said most of our neighboring states that
allow the commercial harvest of spotted seatrout do so by hook and line; the other option is
gamefish designation. Lastly, he reiterated CCA's continued support for rulemaking on false
albacore. Mr. Sneed encouraged the MFC to vote "yes" to move it forward.



Thomas Coltrain spoke about the proposal on spotted seatrout. He said this proposal would do to
spotted seatrout what the MFC has done to every fish the MFC has tried to manage over the years
when the MFC manages for a dollar and not the resource. The proposal includes reducing the
recreational bag limit to three fish, with a slot limit of 14-20 inches, with one fish over 26 inches.
He said most male spotted seatrout to not get over 20 inches, so the MFC wants everyone to kill
one big female spotted seatrout, which would produce more eggs than six smaller trout, which
should help reduce the stock and cause more dead discards. Mr. Coltrain asked why not allow one
fish over 20 inches and none over 24 inches. He suggested the netters reduce their mesh size and
tournament fishermen not kill the big females for a trophy and a dollar. He said closing the season
in January and February would do very little to the netters' reduction because most spotted
seatrout are in inland waters controlled by the N.C. Wildlife Resources Commission with no nets
allowed; they may leave it open for recreational fishermen, just like they are going to do for the
flounder. He asked what happened to the recommendations from the AC that met in New Bern.
He said they were on the right track to protect the fish with a reduction for all; the dollar must
have overruled them. He restated the AC's commercial proposal: no netting on Saturday, Sunday,
and Monday. Then he asked what happens if they net some other fish those days and 75 spotted
seatrout get caught in their net. Mr. Coltrain asked if they are going to sell them as bycatch. He
said gill nets have no dead discards. He asked why close the season in January and February and
why not close it in April and May when all the fish are moving out of inland waters to spawn. He
said the MFC has one fish left and if the MFC's track record comes into play, the MFC will
continue to kick the can down the road until the spotted seatrout are all gone for the almighty
dollar. He said as much as he likes to fish for spotted seatrout and eat them, if he could save this
fish he would shut it down for everyone until a plan and enforcement was in place to ensure the
viability of the spotted seatrout and protect it from the almighty dollar. Lastly, he said the MFC
almost saved roe mullet from going in a can, but for a dollar, the dollar won again, and the mullet
will be decimated by the MFC's plans.

John McQuaid, of Raleigh, said he has fished the North Carolina coast in Carteret County since
1998. He voiced his dissatisfaction with the DMF proposal for spotted seatrout regulation. He said
he does support reducing recreational and commercial harvest for spotted seatrout to eliminate
overfishing and he thinks the proposal developed by the Spotted Seatrout AC is the best approach
for keeping harvest at a sustainable level. He said he wants his children and grandchildren to be
able to fish for spotted seatrout in North Carolina, so he requested the MFC either adopt the
proposal developed by the AC or ask the DMF to come up with a new proposal. Regarding the
DMF's proposal, Mr. McQuaid said he is willing to reduce the daily bag to three spotted seatrout;
he is willing to do his part to stop overfishing. He said he has no problem with the 14-20-inch slot
limit, and he already releases any spotted seatrout he catches over 20 inches. He said he does not
like the total closure during wintertime; he does not often fish for spotted seatrout in January or
February, but when he does have the chance to go he would like the fishery to be available. Mr.
McQuaid said he agrees with eliminating the captain/crew allowance on for-hire trips. He said he
does not like the proposed weekend closures because he does not believe they will have any
impact on catch, they will merely concentrate the effort on the fewer days of the week. He said he
is skeptical that the estimate of commercial fishing only accounts for 6% of the harvest, and he
thinks commercial pressure on spotted seatrout will grow as the other available species continue
to decrease. He said we must have commercial regulations that have meaningful impact on



harvest. For example, he said he favors banning inshore gill netting. He said anglers know that
one gill net can take virtually all the spotted seatrout in a creek. He said he is in favor of allowing
commercial fishing using hook and line. Mr. McQuaid said he does not think the stop net
regulations go far enough, as one stop net haul can exceed the season quota. He said he favors
eliminating this fishery. His final comment was not specific to the spotted seatrout proposal. He
said commercial striped mullet and commercial spotted seatrout fishing are comingled, so he
favors regulating the two together rather than a separate fishery management plan. Mr. McQuaid
recapped his comments by requesting the MFC either adopt the spotted seatrout proposal
developed by the AC or ask DMF to come up with a new proposal.

Matthew Wallin, of New Bern, thanked the MFC for bringing guardrail management to the table
for false albacore. He said the MFC is taking the lead on enacting management for such a
valuable recreational fishery and a huge economic driver for North Carolina. He said these fish
deserve the highlight, and he said he appreciates the MFC's willingness to manage false albacore
for future generations to continue to enjoy this incredible fishery. He said he encourages the MFC
to do the right thing for false albacore. Mr. Wallin said he wished he could say the same thing for
spotted seatrout and southern flounder. He said the recreational spotted seatrout fishery has the
highest economic value for the state compared to any other fishery. He said the MFC just shut
down a $250 million recreational flounder fishery, cutting out access to the public angler while
propping up the commercial flounder fishery. Mr. Wallin said the public angler should never be
shut out of a fishery while allowing commercial harvest. He said we cannot afford to have spotted
seatrout go the way of southern flounder. He said to consider ourselves lucky that spotted seatrout
are quick to mature, prolific spawners, and are incredibly resilient fish. He said while he does not
disagree that the spotted seatrout fishery has seen an increase in fishing pressure for both
recreational and commercial over the past five years, it is still not overfished and the stock is
healthy. Mr. Wallin encouraged the MFC to follow the recommendations of the AC for
Amendment 1 to the Spotted Seatrout FMP, and he said he fully supports the AC's proposed slot
limit, the four-fish bag limit, and absolutely no recreational seasonal closure.

With no one else wishing to speak, Chairman Bizzell ended the public comment period at 9:18
a.m.

Preliminary Matters (view the video recording)

Prior to the business meeting, new MFC member Willie T. Closs, Jr., was sworn in. Commissioner
Closs replaced Donald Huggins, whose term ended June 30, 2024, in the at-large seat. At Chairman
Bizzell's request, Commissioner Closs introduced himself.

Next, Chairman Bizzell called the August 21-23, 2024, business meeting to order.

The Division of Marine Fisheries (DMF) MFC Liaison Jesse Bissette read into the record
Commissioner Closs’s Statement of Economic Interest (SEI) for actual and potential conflicts of
interest pursuant to Chapter 138A of the N.C. General Statutes.

For Willie T. Closs, Jr.:
"We did not find an actual conflict of interest but found the potential for a conflict of interest.
The potential conflict identified does not prohibit service on this entity. Mr. Closs would fill
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the role of a an at-large member on the Commission. He is a board member of the Coastal
Conservation Association North Carolina. As such, Mr. Closs has the potential for a conflict
of interest and should exercise appropriate caution in the performance of his public duties
should issues involving the Coastal Conservation Association North Carolina come before
the Commission for official action."

The evaluation of statement of economic interest for each appointee to the MFC is kept on record
at the DMF.

Chairman Bizzell began the meeting with a moment of silence, followed by the pledge of allegiance.

Next, Chairman Bizzell reminded all commissioners of N.C. General Statute § 138 A-15(¢), which
mandates at the beginning of any meeting of a board, the Chair shall remind all members of their
duty to avoid conflicts of interest under Chapter 138. The Chair also shall inquire as to whether
there is any known conflict of interest with respect to any matters coming before the board at that
time. There were no stated conflicts of interest from any commissioner.

The following MFC members were in attendance: Rob Bizzell — Chairman, Ryan Bethea, Mike
Blanton, Willie Closs, Sammy Corbett, Sarah Gardner, A Hobgood, Dr. Doug Rader, and Tom
Roller.

Chairman Bizzell recognized Department of Environmental Quality Secretary Elizabeth Biser,
who addressed the MFC.

Secretary Biser began her remarks by welcoming Commissioner Closs on his first day serving on
the MFC, and Commissioner Hobgood who joined the MFC at its May 2024 business meeting.
On behalf of Governor Cooper, Secretary Biser thanked each commissioner for their service "as
we work together to conserve and protect our marine and estuarine resources." She also thanked
the dedicated marine fisheries team that supports the MFC and the DEQ's work every day.
Secretary Biser relayed that she often likes to say, "we have the best team in state government"
and she said the DMF team exhibits those qualities every day. She said the MFC will be hearing
updates over the next couple of days about the multi-species tagging program and the carcass
collection program, which are excellent examples of the work the DMF does to involve the public
as we continue to build our understanding of the different species and their movements. She said
these citizen science opportunities provide additional information to the staff and for the DEQ's
programs. Secretary Biser concluded her remarks by recognizing the efforts of Marine Patrol and
the Swiftwater Rescue Team, who were deployed in response to Tropical Storm Debby earlier in
the month. She said they volunteer and train for this duty and they put themselves at risk in order
to help our fellow North Carolinians stay safe. She thanked the team for all of their work.
Secretary Biser said the issues we work on at DEQ are complex and sometimes even
controversial, but she shared her appreciation of the professionalism of the staff and her
appreciation of how the MFC continues to work with the DEQ in support of its mission and for
the people of North Carolina. She again thanked the MFC for its service.
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Chairman Bizzell thanked Secretary Biser for her remarks. Next, Chairman Bizzell asked for any
corrections or additions to the meeting agenda, for which there were none, and then requested a
motion to approve the agenda.

Motion by Commissioner Roller to approve the agenda.

Second by Commissioner Rader.

Motion passed without dissention.

Chairman Bizzell asked for any corrections, additions or deletions that need to be made to the
April 2024 MFC Special Meeting minutes, May 2024 MFC Quarterly Business Meeting minutes,
or June 2024 MFC Special Meeting minutes. Hearing none, he called for a motion to approve the

minutes.

Motion by Commissioner Roller to approve the minutes of the April 2024 special meeting,
May 2024 business meeting, and June 2024 special meeting.

Second by Commissioner Hobgood.
Motion passed without dissention.

Chairman’s Report

Letters and Online Comments
Letters and comments were provided in the briefing materials.

Ethics Training and Statement of Economic Interest Reminder
The agenda reflects a reminder for commissioners to stay up to date on their ethics training and
Statement of Economic Interest.

2025 Proposed Meeting Schedule
The 2025 proposed meeting schedule was provided in the briefing materials.

Elect Vice Chair (view the video recording)
Chairman Bizzell said the MFC elects its vice chair at its annual August meeting. He opened the
floor for nominations for vice chair.

Motion by Commissioner Gardner to nominate Commissioner Corbett for Marine Fisheries
Commission Vice Chair.

Second by Commissioner Roller.

Motion passed without dissention. Commissioner Corbett was re-elected as Marine
Fisheries Commission Vice Chair.
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Director’s Report (view the video recording)
Director Kathy Rawls began her report by welcoming Commissioner Closs. She said she looks
forward to working with him.

Next, Director Rawls provided an update on Mandatory Harvest Reporting. She said DMF staff
continue to work toward implementing the harvest reporting requirements set out in Session Law
that passed last fall. This continues to be a huge undertaking for the DMF, requiring a significant
level of DMF resources. She gave an overview of the requirements.

e The law requires any person holding a commercial fishing license, who is engaged in a
commercial fishing operation, to report all fish harvested to the DMF, regardless of sale.
"All fish" means finfish, shellfish, and crustaceans.

e The law also requires any person who recreationally harvests Red Drum, Flounder,
Spotted Seatrout, Striped Bass, and Weakfish to report that harvest to the DMF.

e The legislation requires the MFC and the Wildlife Resources Commission (WRC) to adopt
temporary rules to implement the requirements of the legislation. Each agency gave final
approval of their rules on June 6 and the rules were approved by the Rules Review
Commission on June 26.

e The initial implementation of the harvest reporting requirements was set to begin
December 1 of this year. However, a legislative extension was granted, so implementation
will now begin on December 1, 2025. This extension will give DMF and WRC staff
additional time to inform stakeholders about the requirements, and to help ensure that the
reporting process and tools are robust and user-friendly.

Director Rawls reminded the MFC that the DMF has a Mandatory Harvest Reporting webpage,
which serves as a hub pertaining to these requirements. There is also a "Frequently Asked
Questions" webpage. She encouraged everyone to visit these webpages. She said DMF staft are
continuing to develop the initial Mandatory Harvest Reporting tools for recreational anglers to use
to report their harvest of these five species. Director Rawls said the tools are intended to be
simple and as easy to use as possible. She emphasized these are just the initial reporting tools.
Their use will inform development of a more dynamic reporting system in the future that will
continue to be easy to use while storing hundreds of thousands of data records and allowing
fisheries managers to analyze those data. She said this will be a multi-year process that will
require a lot of the DMF's resources to complete, including substantial time and funding.

Director Rawls continued her update on Mandatory Harvest Reporting. She said staff from both
DMF and WRC have been working on an interactive map that will allow the public to zoom in on
different water bodies to determine if they are fishing in an area that requires them to report their
harvest. Staff have also been identifying stakeholder groups and planning outreach meetings
where staff will talk about Mandatory Harvest Reporting and the impacts individual fishermen
can have on the resource, but also get input from those fishermen on what they need to comply
with the law, or what businesses need to assist their customers. For example, a series of for-hire
stakeholder meetings are scheduled in the beginning of September to talk with captains about how
the DMF can best assist them with educating their customers on the requirements. She said staff
have been brainstorming other innovative ways to get the word out about the Harvest Reporting
Requirements, such as sponsored social media posts and other notifications.
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Director Rawls reiterated that Mandatory Harvest Reporting has taken up a significant amount of
DMF staff’s time and resources. She said the DMF is striving to make this program work and for
it not to be too burdensome on the public, but she reminded everyone that the DMF still needs the
public’s participation in the Marine Recreational Information Program (MRIP). She emphasized
that the information gathered by this new recreational reporting mechanism will not replace
MRIP. Mandatory Harvest Reporting is a starting point to look for additional ways of
understanding our fisheries. She said it is wholly possible that the Mandatory Harvest Reporting
mechanism in place on December 1, 2025, will not look the same as what is in place five years
from now, and that is okay because the reporting tools will continue to develop over time. She
said the DMF is aware that Mandatory Harvest Reporting is a lot to ask of the fishing public and
it is clear from public comment that many people do not support it. But addressing the data gaps
in both the commercial and recreational fisheries is a priority of the DMF, and one that should be
a priority for anyone interested in the long-term conservation of North Carolina’s marine and
estuarine resources.

Director Rawls transitioned from the N.C. Mandatory Harvest Reporting requirements to provide
comments about the need to better understand recreational reporting that all fisheries managers
along the East Coast are experiencing. She said North Carolina needs better recreational data; our
state partners and nearly all of our fisheries management councils and commissions are exploring
better, alternative, additional recreational reporting. For example, Director Rawls said she and
Trish Murphey, the SAFMC Vice-Chair and N.C. representative, attended the American
Sportfishing Association's ICAST (International Convention of Allied Sportfishing Trades)
meeting in Orlando, Florida in July to hear from some of our state partners to the south about their
alternative recreational data collection approaches. The DMF License and Statistics Section Chief
Brandi Salmon and her staff met recently with staff from Louisiana to talk about their LA Creel
program (Louisiana Department of Wildlife & Fisheries recreational saltwater landings data
collection program), which is their alternative to MRIP. In June 2024, NOAA Fisheries began
undertaking a federal-state effort to re-envision the recreational fisheries data collection program.
DMF staff plan to give a presentation about MRIP to the MFC at its November 2024 business
meeting.

Next, Director Rawls gave an update about the NOAA Fisheries Southeast Fishery Disaster
Workshop held in Charleston in May 2024. Select staff from North Carolina, South Carolina,
Georgia, and Florida met to discuss the Fishery Resource Disaster Improvement Act (FREDI) of
2022 and how that affects fishery resource disaster requests. Participants discussed the types of
information and data that each state possesses or lacks in relation to the overall fishing industry,
particularly for-hire/headboats, commercial seafood processors, and subsistence fishermen. The
workshop also included examples of successful disaster relief applications across states and
sectors and offered guidance for future applications. The DMF Fisheries Economics Program
Manager Jason Walsh gave a presentation on North Carolina's for-hire industry, and DMF Section
Chief Brandi Salmon gave a presentation on the subsistence waiver that is offered to N.C.
residents that qualify. Director Rawls said the main takeaway was that there is a lot of variability
between individual states and also between the states and NOAA Fisheries when it comes to
available resources, data gaps, and definitions. NOAA Fisheries also received feedback from
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states that some definitions should be further reviewed to achieve relief goals. All states strongly
supported future disaster workshops for further collaboration between state and federal partners.

The director provided an update about the ongoing CCA lawsuit. She said the parties are
continuing to take depositions through the middle of September. Summary judgment motions will
be heard on January 21, 2025, and the trial is scheduled to take place over multiple weeks
beginning in mid-April. Director Rawls commended the DMF staff for their work on this lawsuit.

Next, Director Rawls gave a brief update on recent outreach and education efforts at the DMF.
She said since the May 2024 MFC business meeting, 31 staff members have reached over 31,000
stakeholders at outreach and educational events in seven counties. Staff members visit fishing
clubs and summer camps, attend festivals, and take part in community events, some of which are
large-scale events and others are smaller events where staff are able to communicate even more
directly with stakeholders. She said outreach and education have been priorities for her since
becoming director in 2021. DMF staff continue to focus on this, and although this can be the most
difficult part of the jobs at times, better outreach and education can lead to better management and
better fisheries. The director urged the commissioners to contact the staff, talk to them, and spend
a day in the field on a sampling boat with them. She said they will be met with knowledge,
dedication, integrity, and a passion for what the staff do. The director conveyed her appreciation
to the commissioners that have taken the time to go in the field with DMF staff to see first-hand
what they do. Director Rawls also noted the DMF displays and programs showcased for this
meeting in the hotel hallway. She said the staff is eager to talk about these with commissioners.

Lastly, Director Rawls addressed staffing issues at DMF, highlighting key vacancies. She said the
DMEF is not making much ground, but some good things are happening. She said the DMF has
been impacted just like other businesses have been. The vacancies impact the DMF's operations,
because they include technicians, biologists, section chiefs, and other positions at various levels.
She asked the MFC to keep this in mind for balancing requests and workload. At the conclusion
of the May 2024 MFC business meeting, Fisheries Management Section Chief Steve Poland took
a job with NOAA Fisheries. She introduced the DMF's newest section chief, Jason Rock, who
now heads the Fisheries Management Section. The director said Jason brings a wealth of
knowledge to this challenging position.

Next, DMF Special Assistant for Councils Chris Batsavage gave updates from the recent Atlantic
States Marine Fisheries Commission meeting in Arlington, Virginia. The update included
information about a new workgroup to evaluate options for further precautionary management of
Chesapeake Bay Atlantic menhaden fisheries, results of the coastwide Atlantic sturgeon stock
assessment update, results of the river herring benchmark stock assessment, results of the latest
Traffic Light Analyses for spot and Atlantic croaker, an update on the progress of the red drum
benchmark stock assessment, and regional allocation of the recreational harvest limit for Atlantic
cobia instead of state-specific allocation. Mr. Batsavage said there are no updates for the Mid-
Atlantic Fishery Management Council, so that concluded his report.

After the presentation, Chairman Bizzell opened the floor to commissioners for comments and
questions. Discussion by commissioners included Atlantic cobia.

14



The next report was from DMF Executive Assistant for Councils Trish Murphey, who provided
an update from the South Atlantic Fishery Management Council's (SAFMC) June meeting in
Daytona Beach, Florida. The update included information about the Southeast For-Hire Integrated
Electronic Reporting Program or SEFIER, limited entry for the South Atlantic for-hire fisheries,
the 2024 red snapper fishery dates, the addition of new status determination criteria in the
amendment under development for black sea bass, gag and black grouper vessel limits and the
needs of the headboat fishery, the outcome of the scamp/yellowmouth public hearings, a
recreational permit for snapper grouper, and the new Commercial Snapper Grouper Management
Subcommittee. Ms. Murphey said the next SAFMC meeting will be held September 16-10, 2024,
in Charleston, South Carolina.

After the presentation, Chairman Bizzell opened the floor to commissioners for comments and
questions. Discussion by commissioners included shifting stocks and climate change planning
efforts occurring at the ASMFC and federal council levels.

Next, Director Rawls continued her director's report by asking her section chiefs to provide
updates. The same format was used for this meeting as was introduced at the May 2024 business
meeting. The section chiefs came together as a group to provide their reports, bringing forward a
more cohesive message and streamlining the opportunity for commissioners to ask questions.

The first update was from Jason Rock, DMF’s new Fisheries Management Section Chief, who
provided his background and gave a brief overview of his section. He said the section is
continuing to work diligently on filling key vacancies, including the Northern District Manager
and staff in the stock assessment shop. Mr. Rock said in partnership with staff from the Habitat
and Enhancement Section, the June portion of the Pamlico Sound Survey was completed. He said
this is a trawl survey the DMF runs twice a year, in June and September, in Pamlico Sound and its
tributaries. The DMF uses this survey to generate relative abundance indices for Atlantic croaker,
kingfishes, spot, summer flounder, and weakfish. Next, he said over the past few months staff
also completed a pilot project, in cooperation with NOAA Fisheries, performing voluntary
inspections of bycatch reduction devices and turtle excluder devices in shrimp trawls to ensure
they meet regulatory requirements. Mr. Rock said the DMF has partnered with the Marine and
Estuary Foundation on a new project, following the success of partnering with them to fund
striped bass stocking in Albemarle Sound, to tag adult red drum with satellite tags. He said the
goal of this project is to investigate stock structure, spawning migrations, and habitat preferences.
Lastly, he highlighted the annual Fishery Management Plan Review on the MFC's meeting
agenda, which is undertaken with support from the DMF License and Statistics Section. Mr. Rock
said this document contains updates that serve as the DMF's annual review of all the State and
interjurisdictionally managed species and is an excellent resource for anyone that wants to learn
more about the State's marine and estuarine species.

Next, License and Statistics Section Chief Brandi Salmon gave an update on her section,
including its four programs: License, Fisheries Economics, Commercial Statistics, and
Recreational Statistics (AKA "CAP" or Coastal Angling Program). She said pre-sales for
commercial and for-hire licenses occurred from April to June; the DMF now officially accepts
credit cards as another form of payment for license sales. She said it appears that license sales
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continue to trend downward over time and commercial license sales for this past license year are
lower than they have ever been historically. Next, Ms. Salmon said the Fisheries Economics
Program is working to secure funding to survey commercial fishers and dealers by region
(northern, central, southern) in the next two years. These surveys are intended to update
expenditure multipliers used in economic impact and contribution analyses. The 2022
Socioeconomic Survey of the For-Hire Fishing Industry in North Carolina was completed, and the
DMF's Fisheries Economics Program Manager may be providing a presentation at the November
MFC meeting explaining the findings. Ms. Salmon said the Trip Ticket Program and the Coastal
Angling Program hosted three interns over the summer and they were great to work with and have
been fully engaged. Lastly, she said staff are currently working on updating the "Big Book,"
which will be provided to the MFC at its November 2024 business meeting. The Big Book, or
more formally the License and Statistics Annual Report, provides summaries of commercial and
recreational harvest and landings data along with commercial and for-hire license and permit sales
statistics for the State of North Carolina. Ms. Salmon said the section continues to struggle with
vacancies, so a kind request was made to bear with the section as they continue operations with a
smaller workforce.

The next update was from Section Chief Zach Harrison, who summarized recent activities of
several of the programs in the Habitat and Enhancement section, including Shellfish Leases,
Cultch Planting and Shellfish Rehabilitation, Oyster Sanctuaries, and Artificial Reefs. He said the
shellfish lease application period closed on August 1 with a total of 21 shellfish lease applications
received. The RV Oyster Creek completed its first round of mother-shipping to cultch plant in the
Lea-Hutaff area. Mr. Harrison thanked Commissioner Corbett for coming to visit the operation
and extended the invitation for any commissioner to ride along on future trips and observe the
work being completed. Mr. Harrison said the Oyster Sanctuary Program completed the first year’s
construction of two new sanctuaries: one in Maw Point and the other on Brant Island Shoals. This
is double the work of past years and the crews monitored deployments seven days a week to
complete these projects. The Artificial Reef program sunk a 100-foot tugboat, the Thomas Dann,
at AR-305, about 28 miles off Beaufort Inlet. Weather constraints lead to a last-minute call and a
very bumpy ride out, which precluded the ability to bring observers, but he said there are plans to
sink another vessel later this year and Mr. Harrison invited commissioners to come along and
observe.

Next, Shannon Jenkins, DMF’s Shellfish Sanitation and Recreational Water Quality Section
Chief, spoke. Mr. Jenkins also summarized recent activities of several of the programs in his
section, including shellfish facility certification and inspections, shellfish growing area sampling
and laboratory analysis, shoreline survey of pollution sources, and monitoring and advising the
public regarding water quality at swimming beaches. He also highlighted three additional items.
First, he gave an update on the position that the DMF was awarded by the legislature to support
the shellfish industry and the DMF in meeting national health requirements for shellfish
aquaculture, as required by the National Shellfish Sanitation Program. Mr. Jenkins said the
Environmental Specialist has been conducting field inspections of shellfish leases, including bird
mitigation, cultivation practices that could elevate Vibrio bacteria levels, shellfish tagging, and
shading of product after harvest. He said this position is expected to help the N.C. shellfish
industry continue its great reputation and track record related to the prevention of illness from
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shellfish. Next, Mr. Jenkins said the DMF will host a hydrographic dye study training in
September at the Town of Carolina Beach Wastewater Treatment Plant. Hydrographic dye studies
are typically done to evaluate municipal wastewater system outfalls into coastal waters to assess
what effect a potential increase may have on adjacent shellfish growing areas. The training will
include staff from the FDA, as well as the DMF's counterparts in South Carolina and Virgina. It
will introduce new staff to hydrographic study design and methods and explore new technologies,
such as drones and new software. The DMF was awarded funding through a grant for the training.
Lastly, Mr. Jenkins reported the section's inspection staff are partnering to offer a "Seafood
Quality and Safety Workshop" in Morehead City on October 10. The primary audience for this
intensive one-day workshop is local Health Department staff and the training is focused on
providing up-to-date information regarding seafood safety that they are likely to encounter when
conducting food safety inspections. Topics include approved sources of seafood, shellfish tagging
and illness traceback, common seafood illnesses, seafood product identification, and how to
evaluate seafood quality. Mr. Jenkins acknowledged the participation of staff from Marine Patrol,
the N.C. Department of Health and Human Services, N.C. Sea Grant, and the N.C. Environmental
Health State of Practice Committee that continue to contribute to the success of this recurring
workshop.

The final update was provided by Marine Patrol Colonel Carter Witten. He said Marine Patrol
officers continue to work on all fishing activities and have written numerous warnings and
citations for related fishing violations. After much work, the Marine Patrol vessel Roanoke has
been successfully outfitted with new diesel engines and is now back in the water and underway.
Colonel Witten said Marine Patrol has two officers in their new role of investigator and has sworn
in two new field officers. He said officers participate in numerous training opportunities
throughout the year, including required in-service training and swift water training. New officers
recently completed their field training, and two other new officers are just beginning their
training. A criminal justice major from ECU also recently completed an internship with Marine
Patrol. Colonel Witten said during a training exercise, two kayakers in the area flipped over and
Marine Patrol officers were able to rescue them from the water and then returned to their training.
Lastly, Colonel Witten summarized numerous outreach events officers have participated in,
including assistance with multiple county fireworks shows and parades for July 4" celebrations,
and in June the Marine Patrol hosted the first Junior Marine Patrol Academy for 12 middle school
age cadets. He said the Academy was well received by the cadets and their parents.

After the presentations, Chairman Bizzell opened the floor to commissioners for comments and
questions.

Director Rawls thanked the section chiefs for their reports and said the section chiefs make up a
large portion of the DMF management team. She praised DMF staff and the outstanding work

they do. Director Rawls said that concludes her report.

Chairman Bizzell called for a 10-minute break.

17



Carcass Collection Program and N.C. Saltwater Fishing Tournament Presentation

Amanda Macek, the DMF's Sportfishing Specialist, gave a presentation entitled "Carcass
Collection Program, N.C. Saltwater Fishing Tournament, and N.C. Saltwater Sate Record Fish".
The presentation included information about each of these three DMF programs.

To view the recording, go to: Video Recording.
To view the presentation, go to: Presentation PDF.

After the presentation, Chairman Bizzell opened the floor to commissioners for comments and
questions. Commissioners asked questions about the program awards, carcass freezer locations,
and specific species in the program.

Standard Commercial Fishing License Eligibility Report/Set Eligibility Pool Cap

DMF Marine Patrol's Captain Garland Yopp, the Standard Commercial Fishing License (SCFL)
Eligibility Board Chair, and Chearin Lewis, the DMF License and Statistics Program Manager,
gave a presentation entitled "SCFL Eligibility Pool Determination". The presentation included
information about the SCFL eligibility pool determination that the MFC makes each year.

To view the video recording, go to: Video Recording.
To view the presentation, go to Presentation PDF.

After the presentation, Chairman Bizzell opened the floor to commissioners for comments and
questions. Discussion by commissioners included what constitutes significant involvement in
commercial fishing for eligibility.

Motion by Commissioner Blanton to set the temporary cap on the number of licenses in the
Standard Commercial Fishing License Eligibility Pool for fiscal year 2024-2025 at 500.

Second by Commissioner Gardner.

ROLL CALL VOTE

Member Aye |[Nay |Abstain Recuse Absent
Bethea X O

Blanton X O O O O
Closs X O O O O
Corbett X O O O O
Gardner O O O O
Hobgood X O O O O
Rader X O O O O
Roller X O O O O
Bizzell X | O O O
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Motion passed unanimously.
Chairman Bizzell recessed the meeting for a lunch break.

Annual Fishery Management Plan Updates

DMF License and Statistics Section Chief Brandi Salmon and DMF Biologist Supervisor
Charlton Godwin gave a presentation entitled "2024 Fishery Management Plan Annual
Monitoring". The presentation included information about the collection, storage, and analysis of
data that the DMF undertakes, which led into a summary of the FMP review process with
examples, and concluded with an overview of how the FMP reviews inform management and the
annual FMP Review Schedule.

To view the video recording, go to: Video Recording.
To view the presentation, go to Presentation PDF.

After the presentation, Chairman Bizzell opened the floor to commissioners for comments and
questions. Discussion by commissioners included black drum and sheepshead.

Fishery Management Plans

Southern Flounder Fishery Management Plan Amendment 3

Stock Assessment Update

DMF Biologists Anne Markwith and Holly White gave a presentation entitled "2024 Southern
Flounder Stock Assessment Update". Ms. Markwith said the presentation summarized the 2024
update to the coastwide southern flounder stock assessment that Dr. C.J. Schlick, the previous DMF
stock assessment biologist, completed prior to leaving the DMF for a new position. The model
shows the stock is overfished and experiencing overfishing. She said the DMF has confidence
in these conclusions, because all indices show the same trend. Additionally, there is no evidence
indicating a rebound in the population at this time. Neither length composition nor age composition
have expanded throughout the stock range. The landings are still composed mostly of smaller and
younger fish and there is no evidence of good recruitment in recent years. Ms. Markwith said not
enough time has passed since management was implemented to gauge the population response. At
least four years, or one full generation of the species, is needed before success of management
actions can begin to be evaluated. Also, the current stock assessment model is constrained in
accounting for changes in selectivity. A benchmark stock assessment is highly recommended to
occur no sooner than the availability of 2026 data.

To view the video recording, go to: Video Recording.
To view the presentation, go to Presentation PDF.

After the presentation, Chairman Bizzell opened the floor to commissioners for comments and
questions. Discussion and questions by commissioners were about details of the assessment.
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Motion by Commissioner Roller to ask the DMF Director to ask the DEQ Secretary to
modify the Annual FMP Review Schedule to amend the Southern Flounder FMP for the
review of the plan to begin in 2024. The intent is to allow for more recreational access while
maintaining the rebuilding requirements of Amendment 3.

Second by Commissioner Hobgood.

ROLL CALL VOTE

Member Aye |[Nay |Abstain Recuse Absent
Bethea X O

Blanton X O O O O
Closs X O | O O
Corbett X | O O O
Gardner X O O O O
Hobgood X | O O O
Rader X O O O O
Roller X O O O O
Bizzell X O O O O

Motion passed unanimously.

2023 Landings Update

DMF Biologists Anne Markwith and Holly White gave a presentation entitled "Southern Flounder
Fishery Management Plan Amendment 3 Landings Update". The presentation provided an update
on the landings that have occurred since Amendment 3 was adopted in May 2022. Ms. Markwith
said the management under Amendment 3, while unpopular, is working. Reductions have met the
statutory requirement to end overfishing. Management under the current amendment is also meeting
the necessary reduction to end the overfished status and the goal of rebuilding the stock by
2028. The adaptive management strategies adopted under Amendment 3 have mediated sector-
specific overages through pound for pound paybacks. She said the DMF continues to see an overall
reduction in harvest compared to 2017 under Amendment 3. Ms. Markwith reminded the MFC the
allocation between the fisheries shifts to 60% commercial and 40% recreational in 2025.

To view the video recording, go to: Video Recording.
To view the presentation, go to Presentation PDF.

After the presentation, Chairman Bizzell opened the floor to commissioners for comments and
questions; there were none.

Next, Chairman Bizzell recognized Director Rawls who thanked the DMF flounder lead staft for
all their hard work. She shared her ongoing concerns for the southern flounder stock. As
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presented in the 2023 Landings Update, based on the data from 2023 there is not sufficient quota
remaining for a recreational flounder season in 2024. Director Rawls said the DMF recognizes
and heard the public outcry about this, as did the MFC and the WRC. She said the WRC initially
proposed a temporary rule that would have kept the recreational season closed during 2024;
however, the temporary rule the WRC ultimately adopted provides for a one-fish, 15-inch
minimum size limit on September 1, 2, 7, and 8 in inland and joint fishing waters. The DMF
position remains that there is no recreational quota available to allow a recreational season this
year, and as the DMF announced in May 2024, there will be no recreational flounder season in
coastal fishing waters. For joint fishing waters, just like in the fall of 2023, there are two state
agencies with conflicting regulations that cannot be reconciled prior to September 1. Director
Rawls said this presents two significant problems other than the obvious stock concerns the WRC
continues to ignore. First, she said it places anglers in an extraordinarily confusing situation and
the DMF does not believe they should suffer the consequences of this disagreement with the
WRC. Second, it has created an enforcement gap for Marine Patrol.

Director Rawls continued her remarks by explaining that Marine Patrol officers only have the
authority to enforce rules and limits of the MFC. The possession of flounder in a closed season
and possession of flounder over the limit are two distinct and separate violations. So, currently
there is no way to accommodate anglers that are fishing within the WRC's limits and allow
Marine Patrol to retain authority to take enforcement actions for anglers exceeding those limits.
She said the DMF anticipates a lot of fishing effort, especially on Labor Day weekend, and being
unable to force any limits on flounder in joint fishing waters during the WRC's season is very
concerning.

To address these concerns, Director Rawls proposed issuing a proclamation that provides legal
certainty to anglers and law enforcement. She said she was seeking the MFC's support of this
action. She explained further what this proclamation is and what it is not. The proclamation would
mirror the WRC season in joint fishing waters only, which means Marine Patrol would be
enforcing a one-fish bag limit during the four-day season. The proclamation would make clear to
the public that they will not be punished or ticketed for obeying the WRC limits and it would give
Marine Patrol officers a limit with legal certainty to enforce against those that would violate the
WRC limits. It would also make clear that the harvest authorized by the WRC is recreational
harvest and that it does not affect the commercial quota.

Director Rawls said it is just as important to explain what the proclamation is not. It is not an
increase in harvest, and despite the DMF's strong and repeated objections, the WRC approved a
recreational season for 2024 with no recreational quota available. That season will take place in
inland and joint fishing waters regardless of any action taken by the DMF or the MFC. She said
the DMF does not agree with it and does not think it is in the best interest of the resource. It has
created confusion for anglers and frustrates our enforcement efforts. But allowing for Marine
Patrol enforcement of the WRC limit does not add to the harvest that will take place in 2024. She
said it is going to happen regardless. Further, she said the proclamation is not an endorsement of
the WRC's limits or the way those limits were derived. It does not change the allocation. The
WRC discussed shifting quota from the commercial to the recreational sector, but that is not the
WRC's decision to make, and this proclamation does not reduce the commercial quota or increase

21



the recreational quota. It does not allow for recreational harvest in coastal fishing areas outside of
joint fishing waters. Harvest would only be allowed in joint fishing waters.

Director Rawls asked the MFC to support the proposal for this proclamation. She said she is
asking for a motion to support a proclamation to align DMF enforcement with the WRC's limits
for flounder in joint fishing waters for harvest occurring by hook and line on September 1, 2, 7,
and 8, 2024.

Chairman Bizzell added that the MFC does not recognize the WRC's claim of sole authority over
hook and line fishing in joint fishing waters. He said the MFC does not want the public to be hurt

by the issue Director Rawls described but wants to make the reason behind it clear.

To view the recording, go to: Video Recording.

Motion by Commissioner Corbett to support the Division of Marine Fisheries (DMF)
Director issuing a proclamation to align DMF enforcement with Wildlife Resources
Commission (WRC) limits for flounder in Joint Fishing Waters for harvest occurring on
September 1 and 2 and 7 and 8, 2024. This proclamation is intended to:
e Acknowledge the differing management measures for recreational harvest of
flounder in Joint Fishing Waters;
e Close an enforcement gap to ensure Marine Patrol can lawfully enforce harvest
limits in Joint Fishing Waters during the WRC season;
e Provide legal certainty and minimize confusions for anglers; and
e Help prevent user conflicts.
This proclamation is not intended to:
e Serve as an endorsement of the WRC season;
e Change the quota allocation;
e Allow for any additional harvest beyond what the WRC has approved for Inland and
Joint Fishing Waters; or
e Allow any harvest in Coastal Fishing Waters outside of Joint Fishing Waters.

Second by Commissioner Hobgood.
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ROLL CALL VOTE

Member Aye (Nay |Abstain Recuse Absent
Bethea X O

Blanton O O O O
Closs X O O O O
Corbett X O O O O
Gardner X O O O O
Hobgood X O O O O
Rader X O O O O
Roller O O O O
Bizzell X O O O O

Motion passed unanimously.

Blue Crab Fishery Management Plan Amendment 3 Adaptive Management Update

DMF Biologists Robert Corbett and McLean Seward provided an update on the status and an
overview of the timeline for adaptive management measures under the Blue Crab FMP Amendment
3. Mr. Corbett reminded the MFC that at its May 2024 business meeting, DMF staff provided an
overview of the results of the blue crab stock assessment update. DMF and external review of the
assessment update identified significant concerns with model configuration and results that can only
be addressed through a new benchmark stock assessment. Given these concerns, the DMF will not
be using the stock assessment update to provide management advice or to inform harvest reductions.
However, given stock concerns voiced by stakeholders and the concerning trends indicated by DMF
sampling programs, it is clear Amendment 3 management measures are not working as intended.
Mr. Corbett said at the May 2024 MFC meeting, staff heard from commissioners that while
management changes should be considered, the DMF needs to take a measured approach, soliciting
significant stakeholder input, before considering management changes.

With this direction, Mr. Corbett said staff began exploring adaptive management measures that
generally fall within existing measures that consider the biology of the species and fishery
characteristics. He reminded the MFC that Amendment 3 requires management changes
implemented through the adaptive management framework to be quantifiable. Specific quantifiable
measures that may be considered include: the extension of existing season closures, implementing
limits to crab trawling, and/or increasing limits on harvest of specific life stages, such as sponge
crabs. Mr. Corbett said while these specific measures may not result in large harvest reductions,
they focus on critical time periods and life stages of blue crabs, so there may still be positive impacts
on the stock.

Mr. Corbett informed the MFC that the staff has begun reaching out to crabbers and other
stakeholders throughout the state to get input on stock condition, the fishery, and current
management. In addition, as part of the Amendment 3 adaptive management process, staff will be
consulting with the MFC Northern Regional, Southern Regional, and Shellfish/Crustacean advisory
committees at meetings scheduled to occur at the end of September. It is possible the DMF staff
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may present management recommendations to you in November for a vote on final approval, but
that timeline may change as the DMF further explores these issues. Mr. Corbett strongly encouraged
crabbers and other stakeholders to reach out to the staff about management ideas. He said the blue
crab fishery is diverse as you move from the northern end of the coast to the southern end, so it is
important to hear from people across the fishery about their experience. The potential management
measures mentioned today are what the staff have analyzed so far, but the DMF appreciates
additional input from members of the public or the MFC about additional ideas.

To view the recording, go to: Video Recording.

After the update was given, Chairman Bizzell opened the floor to commissioners for comments
and questions; there were none.

Oyster/Clam Fishery Management Plans Update

DMF Biologists Bennett Paradis, Joe Facendola, Jeff Dobbs, and Lorena de la Garza gave a
presentation entitled "Summary of Oyster-Clam FMP Advisory Committee Workshop
Discussion"; the workshop was held in July. Staff provided a summary of the Committee's input
and explained the next steps in the amendment process. The draft Oyster FMP Amendment 5 and
the Hard Clam FMP Amendment 3 are being updated following input from the Committee and
are scheduled to be presented to the MFC in November 2024 to be approved for public and MFC
advisory committee review and comment. The MFC will receive the public comment at its
February 2025 business meeting and be asked to select its preferred management options. The
FMP is scheduled for final approval by the MFC in May 2025.

To view the recording, go to: Video Recording.
To view the presentation, go to: Presentation PDF.

After the presentation, Chairman Bizzell opened the floor to commissioners for comments and
questions. Discussion by commissioners included aquaculture versus wild harvest, and the
importance of oysters as habitat.

Spotted Seatrout Fishery Management Plan Amendment 1

DMF Biologists Lucas Pensinger and Melinda Lambert gave a presentation entitled "Spotted
Seatrout Fishery Management Plan: Draft Amendment 1." Mr. Pensinger reminded the MFC that
spotted seatrout are not overfished, but overfishing is occurring, so the amendment is being
developed to implement the required management changes. He said the FMP was updated
following input from the Spotted Seatrout FMP Advisory Committee at the workshop held in
April. The MFC is scheduled to vote to approve the draft FMP to go out for public and MFC
advisory committee review and comment. The MFC will receive the public comment at its
November 2024 business meeting and be asked to select its preferred management options. The
FMP is scheduled for final approval by the MFC in February 2025.

To view the recording, go to: Video Recording.
To view the presentation, go to: Presentation PDF.
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After the presentation, Chairman Bizzell opened the floor to commissioners for comments and
questions. Discussion by commissioners included seasonal closures, slot limits, and the economic
value of the fisheries.

Motion by Commissioner Rader to approve the draft Spotted Seatrout Fishery Management
Plan Amendment 1 for public and MFC advisory committee review, with minor adjustments

to the options as discussed at the August 22, 2024, business meeting.

Second by Commissioner Corbett.

ROLL CALL VOTE

Member Aye |Nay [Abstain Recuse Absent
Bethea X |

Blanton X O O O O
Closs X O O O O
Corbett X O O O O
Gardner X O O O O
Hobgood X O O O O
Rader X O |O O O
Roller X O O O O
Bizzell X O O O O

Motion passed unanimously.

Chairman Bizzell recessed the business meeting at approximately 5:52 p.m.

August 23, 2024
Chairman Bizzell reconvened the MFC business meeting at 9 a.m.

The DMF MFC Liaison Jesse Bissette read into the record Commissioner Hobgood’s Statement
of Economic Interest (SEI) for actual and potential conflicts of interest pursuant to Chapter 138A
of the N.C. General Statutes. Commissioner Hobgood was sworn in at the May 2024 business
meeting.

For Alfred Hobgood:

"We did not find an actual conflict of interest or the likelihood of a conflict of interest. Mr.
Hobgood would fill the role of a person actively engaged in recreational sports fishing who
may not derive more than ten percent (10%) of annual earned income from sports fishing
activities."
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The evaluation of statement of economic interest for each appointee to the MFC is kept on record
at the DMF.

To view the video, go to: Video Recording.

Rule Suspensions
Next, Fisheries Management Section Chief Jason Rock provided an update regarding recent rule
suspensions and requested the MFC vote on approval of additional suspensions.

To view the video, go to: Video Recording.

Chairman Bizzell entertained a motion to address the additional rule suspensions.

Motion by Commissioner Roller to suspend Paragraph (a) of NCMFC Rule 15A NCAC
03M .0502 MULLET for an indefinite period and to suspend Paragraph (a) of NCMFC
Rule 15A NCAC 03L .0205 CRAB SPAWNING SANCTUARIES for an indefinite period.

Second by Commissioner Blanton.

ROLL CALL VOTE

Member Aye |Nay [Abstain Recuse Absent
Bethea X O

Blanton O O O O
Closs O O O O
Corbett X O O O O
Gardner X O O O O
Hobgood X O O O O
Rader X O O O O
Roller X O O O O
Bizzell X O O O O

Motion passed unanimously.

Rulemaking
DMF Rulemaking Coordinator Catherine Blum provided an update on two rulemaking cycles.

She provided information on the latest status of the MFC's 2023-2024 Rulemaking Cycle. She
also presented supporting information for the MFC to begin the process for the eight rules in the
2024-2025 Rulemaking Cycle, covering three subjects.

To view the video, go to: Video Recording.
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After the update was given, Chairman Bizzell opened the floor to commissioners for comments
and questions; there were none.

Chairman Bizzell entertained a motion to address the scheduled rulemaking action.

Motion by Commissioner Roller to approve Notice of Text for Rulemaking for proposed:
e Amendment of 15A NCAC 03J .0301 to simplify pot marking requirements and
approve the associated fiscal analysis;
e Adoption of 15A NCAC 03M .0523 for false albacore management and approve the
associated fiscal analysis; and

e Adoption of 15A NCAC 030 .0601-.0606 in support of the Wildlife Violator Compact
and approve the associated fiscal analysis.

Second by Commissioner Rader.

ROLL CALL VOTE

Member Aye (Nay |Abstain Recuse Absent
Bethea X O

Blanton X | O O O
Closs X O O O O
Corbett X O O O O
Gardner X O O O O
Hobgood X O O O O
Rader X O O O O
Roller X O O O O
Bizzell O O O O

Motion passed unanimously.

Submerged Aquatic Vegetation and N.C.’s Management Framework

DMF Biologist Charlie Deaton gave a presentation entitled "Submerged Aquatic Vegetation
(SAV) Habitat Ecology and North Carolina's Management Framework". Mr. Deaton covered a
broad range of topics from SAV ecology and threats to how North Carolina has managed SAV to
date. He said this is the first presentation in a series that will lead to presenting potential
management options for the MFC to take at a future meeting.

To view the video, go to: Video Recording.
To view the presentation, go to: Presentation PDF.

After the presentation, Chairman Bizzell opened the floor to commissioners for comments and
questions. Discussion by commissioners included types of seagrasses, the habitat that marine and
estuarine resources need, water quality standards like water clarity, and climate change impacts.
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Multi-Species Tagging Program
DMF Biologist Ami Staples gave a presentation entitled "Multi-species Tagging Program". Ms.
Staples gave an overview of this DMF program that began in 2014.

To view the video, go to: Video Recording.
To view the presentation, go to: Presentation PDF.

Chairman Bizzell opened the floor to commissioners for comments and questions. Discussion by
commissioners included the annual report, high reward tags, and sharing data with other states.

Issues from Commissioners
Commissioner Hobgood expressed support for the MFC being proactive with the management of
Atlantic bonito. Director Rawls said the DMF staff are working on an issue paper.

Commissioner Roller reiterated that he is looking forward to receiving the paper about South
Atlantic for-hire permits. Director Rawls said the DMF internal management group will be
reviewing the paper soon.

Chairman Bizzell announced that after being part of over 50 MFC meetings over a period of 12
years, he has asked not to be reappointed to the MFC. He said he has been honored to serve the
State of North Carolina on this commission. He thanked his fellow commissioners for their
dedication and acknowledged the expertise and passion of the DMF director and staff.

To view the recording, go to: Video Recording.

Meeting Assignments and Preview of Agenda Items for Next Meeting
The DMF's MFC Liaison Jesse Bissette reviewed meeting assignments and provided an overview
of the November 2024 meeting items.

Having no further business to conduct, Chairman Bizzell adjourned the meeting at 11:45 a.m.
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NORTH CAROLINA STATE

ETHICS

COMMISSION

EDUCATION REQUIREMENTS FOR PUBLIC SERVANTS

Public Servants must complete the Ethics and Lobbying Education
program provided by the N.C. State Ethics Commission within six
months of their election, appointment, or employment. We recommend
that this be completed as soon as possible, but the training must be
repeated every two years after the initial session.

Our new 90-minute on-demand online program is available on our
website under the Education tab. For your convenience, here is the link.
The new program is compatible with portable devices such as phones and
tablets.

Live webinar presentations are also offered every month. These
presentations are 90 minutes in length and give the opportunity to ask
guestions of the speaker. Registration information for those can be found
here.

For questions or additional information concerning the Ethics Education
requirements, please contact Tracey Powell at (919) 814-3600.



https://ethics.nc.gov/education/ethics-education-demand-program
https://ethicssei.nc.gov/Tools/EducationSchedule
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Marine Fisheries Commission Workplan - November 2024

Orange = Action Item
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ROY COOPER

Governor

MARY PENNY KELLEY

Secretary

KATHY B. RAWLS

Director

Oct. 25,2024
MEMORANDUM
TO: N.C. Marine Fisheries Commission
FROM: Chris Batsavage, Special Assistant for Councils

SUBJECT: South Atlantic Fishery Management Council Obligatory Seat for North Carolina

Issue

The N.C. General Statutes require the Marine Fisheries Commission to approve nominees for federal
fishery management council seats for the governor’s consideration, and that the statutes allow the
governor to consult with the commission regarding additions to the list of candidates. The governor must
nominate no fewer than three individuals for a federal fishery management council seat.

Findings
The Marine Fisheries Commission’s Nominating Committee forwarded the following individuals to the
Marine Fisheries Commission for the South Atlantic Fishery Management Council Obligatory Seat:

South Aftlantic Fishery Management Council Obligatory Seat
Scott Buff, a commercial dealer and vessel owner from Brunswick County

e Jack Cox, a commercial fisherman, dealer and vessel owner from Carteret County
e Alana Harrison, a seafood business manager from Dare County
e Dewey Hemilright, a commercial fisherman from Dare County
e Thomas Newman, a commercial fisherman from Northeastern NC
Action Needed

The commission needs to approve nominees for the N.C. South Atlantic Fishery Management Council
Obligatory Seat.

For more information, please refer to:
e The draft minutes from the Oct. 17, 2024 Nominating Committee Meeting
e The nominees’ biographies

State of North Carolina | Division of Marine Fisheries
3441 Arendell Street | P.O.Box 769 | Morehead City, North Carolina 28557
252-515-5500
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MEMORANDUM
TO: N.C. Marine Fisheries Commission

Marine Fisheries Commission Nominating Committee

FROM: Chris Batsavage and Jesse Bissette
Division of Marine Fisheries, DEQ
DATE: Oct. 30, 2024
SUBJECT: Marine Fisheries Commission Nominating Committee Meeting Minutes

The N.C. Marine Fisheries Commission Nominating Committee met on Thursday, Oct. 17, 2024, at 6:00
p-m. at the N.C Division of Marine Fisheries Central District Office in Morehead City.

The following were in attendance:

Committee members: Sammy Corbett, Sarah Gardner
Staff: Chris Batsavage, Jesse Bissette, Kathy Rawls, Carter Witten, Brian Gupton

Chairman Corbett called the meeting to order. The agenda was approved without modification.

Motion by Commissioner Gardner to approve the October 9, 2023, meeting minutes as presented.
Seconded by Commissioner Corbett.

Roll Call

ROLL CALL VOTE
Member Aye Nay |Abstain Absent
Gardner X O a O
Corbett X O O O

Motion passed 2-0.

Public comment
No public comment was given at the meeting or received in person or via email or U.S. mail.

Review of N.C. General Statutes and federal Magnuson-Stevens Act requirements

Batsavage briefly reviewed the N.C. General Statutes pertaining to the selection of nominees for federal
fishery management council seats. He stated that the N.C. Marine Fisheries Commission must approve a
slate of candidates for the governor’s consideration, and that the statutes allow the governor to consult
with the commission regarding additions to the list of candidates. Batsavage also described the federal
statutes and regulations pertaining to qualification of candidates and noted that the governor must submit

State of North Carolina | Division of Marine Fisheries
3441 Arendell Street | P.O. Box 769 | Morchead City, North Carolina 28557
252-515-5500
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a list of no less than three nominees for an appointment. The commission will review the list of
candidates approved by the committee at its business meeting on Nov. 21-22, 2024.

Review and selection of candidates for the South Atlantic Fishery Management Council obligatory
appointment

Batsavage reviewed the bios of the candidates for the South Atlantic Fishery Management Council
obligatory seat, briefly describing the background and qualifications of each: Scott Buff, Jack Cox, Alana
Harrison, Dewey Hemilright, and Thomas Newman. Batsavage noted that Mr. Tim Griner, the current
N.C. Obligatory Member on the South Atlantic Fishery Management Council is completing his third
consecutive three-year term and is not eligible for reappointment.

There was no discussion of the candidates. The committee made the following motions:
South Atlantic Fishery Management Council Obligatory Seat
Motion by Sarah Gardner to forward the names of Scott Buff, Jack Cox, Alana Harrison, Dewey

Hemilright and Thomas Newman to the Marine Fisheries Commission for consideration for the
South Atlantic Fishery Management Council obligatory seat. Seconded by Sammy Corbett.

Roll Call

ROLL CALL VOTE
Member Aye Nay |Abstain Absent
Gardner X O O O
Corbett X O O O

Motion passed 2-0.

Meeting adjourned.

State of North Carolina | Division of Marine Fisheries
3441 Arendell Street | P.O. Box 769 | Morehead City, North Carolina 28557
252-515-5500
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Mr. Brian Scott Buff
Southport, NC

Mr. Buff was born and raised in Morganton, NC, but grew up fishing the inshore and offshore waters
of Brunswick County. In 1997, Mr. Buff found himself spending more and more time fishing. In
1998, Mr. Buff obtained his state and federal vessel permits, and started a commercial fishing
business. In 2003, Mr. Buff purchased a new fishing adventure that included charter and
commercial fishing boats, and holds a 100 ton Master’s License for over 20 years. Mr. Buff holds
around 15 federal vessel permits for snapper, grouper, dolphin/wahoo/king and Spanish mackerel.
In addition to that he also has a seafood packing facility in Supply NC with a retail market where we
pack other vessels in Brunswick County. Mr. Buff also owns a residential/commercial construction
company for 22 years. Over the past several years, Mr. Buff has become more involved in
management of the fishery and has been on the snapper grouper AP board several times. Mr. Buff
attends numerous South Atlantic Council public hearings, including Snapper Grouper Visioning
Project port meetings. He is dedicated to educating both fisherman and consumers about the wide
variety of available seafood from North Carolina waters.



Mr. Jack Cox
Atlantic Beach, NC

Jack Cox is a commercial fisherman who has dedicated his life to sustaining and protecting
fisheries. A native of North Carolina, Mr. Cox’s experience in the fishing industry spans over forty
years—evolving from an early childhood love of the ocean to a passionate career.

In 1980—at only 16 years old—Mr. Cox worked as a crew member on a prominent snapper grouper
vessel in Morehead City, NC. Post-high school, Mr. Cox launched his career by selling his daily
catch to Davis Fish Company in Morehead City, NC. By 1990, Mr. Cox had developed a successful
reputation as a distinguished fisherman and was hired by Lucky International Seafood, Inc., to
supply local restaurants in Eastern North Carolina, as well as buyers throughout the United States
and Japan.

In 1992, Mr. Cox formed Crystal Coast Fisheries, Inc., an independent corporation that owned and
operated several offshore fishing vessels that caught, packaged, and sold seafood throughout the
United States. In 1996 Mr. Cox became a licensed charter boat captain and ran fishing charters out
of Morehead City NC as well as Hatteras NC. In 2003, Mr. Cox expanded into the retail business by
establishing with a partner Blue Ocean Market, LLC—a successful retail/wholesale seafood market
in Morehead City, NC.

In 2012, after withessing the decline of commercial fishing and the indifference towards
sustainable fisheries, Mr. Cox became a founding partner of Seafood Harvesters of America, a non-
profit organization based out of Washington DC. During his time with Seafood Harvesters of
America, he worked with lawmakers and federal agencies to balance regulatory objectives within
the fishing industry to promote sustainable fisheries. In addition to his work with Seafood
Harvesters of America, Mr. Cox was also elected as a member of the North Carolina Marine
Fisheries Fin Fish Advisory Committee in 2006); the South Atlantic Fishery Management Council
LAPP Exploratory workgroup in 2006-2007; MREP program in 2008; The South Atlantic Snapper
Grouper Advisory Panel in 2016-present); and Carteret Catch, a local organization which helps find,
identify and enjoy North Carolina seafood landed by our local fishermen.

In 2013. Mr. Cox was elected and served as the commercial representative for the South Atlantic
Fishery Management Council from 2013-2016. Currently, Mr. Cox continues to utilize his
experience, passion and skill to educate and train the next generation of fisherman and local
business owners. Holding five federal fishing permits, an extensive knowledge of dayboat hook and
line fishing as well as multi-trip bandit fishing, Mr. Cox is an asset to both recreational and
commercial interests.



Ms. Alana Harrison
Hatteras, NC

Ms. Alana Harrison manages her family’s seafood business, Harbor House Seafood, located on the
Outer Banks of North Carolina. In this role, she oversees daily operations, product sourcing, and
marketing. Ms. Harrison grew up in Hatteras Village, where her family has been involved in the
seafood industry since 1989.

In 2007, Harbor House opened to sell fish caught on the family’s offshore boat, F/V Prowler, amid
severe cutbacks to their top species, Snowy Grouper. With a hundred pound trip limit, they had to
get more out of the fish than just fillets. They started making value-added products such as fish
cakes, chowders, and frozen vacuum packed portions of fish, that customers loved. Demand grew
so did their sourcing and distribution channels, but all fish remains locally caught by about a dozen
federally permitted commercial boats from Hatteras and Wanchese.

Ms. Harrison has been active in fisheries management for several years, attending meetings and
providing input at local, state, and federal levels. Since 2020, she has served as the commercial
representative on the South Atlantic Council’s Law Enforcement Advisory Panel and was recently
appointed to the Mackerel/Cobia Advisory Panel. In 2023, she was appointed by the Council to the
Dolphin Management Strategy Workgroup. Additionally, she has been the dealer representative on
the Dare County Working Watermen Commission since 2018, advising local leaders on commercial
fishery issues.

A lifelong learner, Ms. Harrison has engaged in many educational programs, including the Marine
Resource Education Program (MREP) workshops in management and science during 2022-2023, as
well as training through UNC-Chapel Hill's School of Government in 2021. Her participationin NC
Sea Grant’s Fish Camp in 2018 equipped her with valuable insights and tools for advocating for the
fishing community.

In addition to fisheries management, Ms. Harrison actively takes part in community initiatives,
including the Outer Banks Seafood Festival and Earth Day events. Since 2020, she has held an
elected position as a Soil and Water Conservation Supervisor for Dare County. In this role she
collaborates with county, state, and federal entities to manage a conservation program that
improves local natural resources. Previously, she served as a board member of the Hatteras Village
Civic Association for three years.

Ms. Harrison holds a Bachelor of Arts in Sociology from Wake Forest University and lives in Hatteras
Village. Her passion for sustainable fisheries and community development inspires her work and
commitment to the local fishing community.



To: Chair, Nominating Committee
North Carolina Marine Fisheries Commission

Alana Harrison
Hatteras, North Carolina

September 25, 2024

Re: Consideration for Appointment to the Obligatory Seat of the South Atlantic Fishery
Management Council

Dear Nominating Committee,

| am writing to express my interest in the obligatory seat on the South Atlantic Fishery
Management Council. With over 15 years of professional experience in North Carolina’s
commercial seafood industry combined with leadership roles in public sector conservation and
fishery management, | am confident in my ability to contribute to the Council’s mission of
sustainable resource management. Coming from the Outer Banks - a top destination for
sportfishing, coastal recreation, and commercial fishing - | understand the importance of
healthy fisheries for all stakeholders.

As general manager of Harbor House Seafood, | oversee daily operations, product sourcing, and
marketing. Our business is committed to selling only local fish, which we source from about a
dozen boats including our own, F/V Prowler. Our top species are Snowy Grouper, Blueline
Tilefish, Golden Tilefish, King Mackerel, Spanish Mackerel, Cobia, Dolphin, Wahoo, and Tuna. In
addition to my professional experience, | grew up in a commercial fishing family and my brother
now owns our father’s offshore boat, so | have a deep understanding of the seafood supply
chain and the regulatory frameworks governing it.

Additionally, my role on the Law Enforcement Advisory Panel for the South Atlantic Council has
given me first-hand experience in providing guidance on fishery regulations, collaborating with
federal agencies like the U.S. Coast Guard and NOAA Fisheries. In my role as District Supervisor
for the NC Soil and Water Conservation Districts, | have gotten experience in conservation
initiatives and natural resource management on a grassroots level.

| would be honored to serve North Carolina on the South Atlantic Fishery Management Council,
thank you for considering my application.

Sincerely,

Alana Harrison



ALANA HARRISON
Hatteras, NC | [
CAREER SUMMARY:

Over 15 years of professional experience in North Carolina's seafood industry with extensive
expertise in harvesting, processing, and retail sectors. An articulate and professional speaker with
proven ability to communicate with stakeholders ranging from fishermen to consumers.

WORK EXPERIENCE:

Harbor House Seafood | Hatteras, NC
General Manager | May 2016 - Present
Manager | August 2010 - May 2016

« Manage daily operations, product sourcing, and marketing efforts.
« Perform market research and analyze competitors to effectively convey product value.
« Produce all digital content, including recipes, videos, photos, and blog posts.

« Design and oversee online platforms, including the website, online ordering system, and
social media accounts.

COMMUNITY INVOLVEMENT:

Law Enforcement Advisory Panel, South Atlantic Fishery Management Council
Commercial Representative | June 2021 - Present
« Provide guidance to the Council regarding the enforceability of proposed fishery regulations.
« Maintain open communication with state and federal fishery enforcement agencies, including
the U.S. Coast Guard and NOAA Office of Law Enforcement.

District Supervisor, NC Soil and Water Conservation Districts
Elected Official | January 2021- Present
« Collaborate with county, state, and federal organizations in a non-regulatory capacity to manage
a conservation program to protect and enhance the county's natural resources.

« Attend monthly meetings to address issues such as soil erosion, flood damage, and water quality
challenges in Dare County.

Dolphin Management Strategy Workgroup, NOAA Fisheries
Stakeholder Participant | January 2024 - Present
« Participate in bi-monthly working group meetings with scientists and regional stakeholders.

« Contribute insights on dolphin management performance, including the prioritization of
management and research objectives.

Dare County Working Watermen Commission
Dealer Representative; Secretary | March 2019 - Present
« Provide recommendations to the Dare County Board of Commissioners regarding the
proposed fishery regulations.

EDUCATION:

2012 - 2016 | Wake Forest University
Bachelor of Arts - Sociology

« Completed extensive coursework in quantitative and qualitative disciplines, including research
methods, social statistics, and sociological theory.
« Magnolia Scholar



Mr. Francis D. Hemilright, Jr. “Dewey Hemilright”
Kitty Hawk, NC

Mr. Hemilright is the owner of the 42-ft. F/V TARBABY with his homeportin Wanchese, NC. He has
been commercial fishing for 35 years off the east coast, ranging from New York to Florida and has a
wide range of fisheries experience. He has served on advisory panels for over 30 years for Highly
Migratory Species (HMS), Dolphin-Wahoo (South Atlantic Fishery Management Council). He
continues to participate in blueline tilefish stock assessments, including SEDAR 32, 50, and
currently ongoing 92. Mr. Hemilright holds permits to harvest tuna, swordfish, dolphin-wahoo,
smooth dogfish, blueline tilefish, golden tilefish, black sea bass and large coastal sharks, species
which are mainly managed by the Mid-Atlantic Fishery Management Council, the South Atlantic
Fishery Management Council, the Atlantic States Marine Fisheries Commission or the HMS Division
of the National Marine Fisheries Service. He is a board member of the North Carolina Fisheries
Association, the board of Blue Water Fishermen’s Association, and also serves on the Board of
Responsible Offshore Development Alliance (RODA).

Mr. Hemilright completed 3 full terms and 2 years ending August of 2023, on the Mid-Atlantic
Fishery Management Council and has been involved in the following council committees: Protected
Resources, Law Enforcement, Highly Migratory Species, Spiny Dogfish, Demersal and Tilefish. He
has also participated in collaborative research, most recently dusky sharks and blueline tilefish.

He also serves as Liaison to both SAFMC and NMFS/HMS division.

Mr. Hemilright has been involved in the USA ICCAT advisory panel since 2018 as appointed to serve
also on the USA delegation to ICCAT attending yearly meetings both in person and on-line spending
numerous and increasing hours of non-paid free time. Mr. Hemilright continues to advocate on
behalf of the North Carolina Commercial Fishing Industry and is spreading awareness about
sustainability and the importance of the fishing industry in North Carolina. He has previously been
involved in an outreach program for K-12 students across the country for seven years through
Provider Pals. He has compiled a presentation showcasing an array of photos from his years of
fishing, including the unique sights of nature he has been privileged enough to capture. His
presentation summarizes a day in the life of a commercial fisherman, and challenges students to
think about all the logistics that are involved with operating a fishing vessel for a living. Mr.
Hemilright has expanded his outreach program by teaming up with the N.C. Coastal Federation,
sharing his lesson with over 400 middle school students living on the coast of North Carolina.



Mr. Thomas Newman
Williamston, NC

Mr. Newman is the owner/operator of the 40-ft. F/V Gotta Go with his homeport in Hatteras, NC. He
has been commercial fishing for 30 plus years mostly in North Carolina but ranging as far north as
scalloping in New York and has fished many seasons in Virginia gill netting for monkfish.

He is currently serving on the Mackerel Cobia Advisory Panel (South Atlantic Fishery Management
Council), the Northern Regional Advisory Panel (North Carolina Division of Marine Fisheries), and
the Weakfish and Coastal Sharks Advisory Panels (Atlantic States Marine Fisheries Commission).
Mr. Newman holds permits and fishes for Spanish mackerel, bluefish, spiny dogfish, smooth
dogfish, king mackerel, croakers, large and small coastal sharks and monkfish, species which are
mainly managed by the Mid-Atlantic Fishery Management Council, the South Atlantic Fishery
Management Council, and the Atlantic States Marine Fisheries Commission.

Mr. Newman also works part-time for the North Carolina Fisheries Association, is a member of the
Coastal Carolina River Watch, serves on the Citizen Science Projects Advisory Team (SAFMC), and
is involved in state and federal fisheries management issues working directly with fisheries
managers and industry groups.
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Nov. 4, 2024

MEMORANDUM

TO: Marine Fisheries Commission
Northern Standing Advisory Committee

FROM: Charlton Godwin, Biologist Supervisor
Fisheries Management Section

SUBJECT: Meeting of the Marine Fisheries Commission’s Northern Regional Advisory Committee,
Sept. 24, 2024, to have conversation between the Division and the Advisory Committee
on options available in the Blue Crab FMP through the Adaptive Management framework
adopted in Amendment 3

The Marine Fisheries Commission’s (MFC) Northern Regional Advisory Committee (AC) held a meeting
on Sept. 24, 2024, at the Department of Environmental Quality’s Washington Regional Office, Washington
North Carolina, and via webinar. AC members could attend in either setting to communicate with other
committee members.

The following Advisory Committee members were in attendance in person: Sara Winslow, Keith Bruno,
Wayne Dunbar, John Worthington, Roger Rulifson, Thomas Newman. The following members were in
attendance online: Missy Clark, Everette Blake, Jamie Lane. (Absent: Carl Hacker).

Division of Marine Fisheries (DMF) Staff: Charlton Godwin, Dan Zapf, Robert Corbett, McLean Seward,
Jesse Bissette, Hope Wade, Kathy Rawls, Colonel Carter Whitten, Jason Rock, Brandi Salmon, Captain
Daniel Ipock?

Public: Vance Henries, Dana Beasley

The Northern Regional AC had six members present in person at the start of the meeting and a quorum was
met.

Northern Regional AC Chair Sara Winslow called the meeting to order at 5:59 p.m. The full meeting can be
viewed online Northern AC Sept. 24, 2024.

APPROVAL OF THE AGENDA AND MINUTES FROM PREVIOUS MEETING

A motion to approve the agenda was made by John Worthington and seconded by Wayne Dunbar. The
motion passed unanimously. Sara Winslow then turned the floor over to Jesse Bissette, MFC liaison, for an
update on NC meetings of Boards and Commissions. Jessie indicated that the AC would not be voting to
approve the minutes from the April 9, 2024 meeting at this time. On Aug. 6, 2024, the NC Court of Appeals

State of North Carolina | Division of Marine Fisheries
3441 Arendell Street | P.O.Box 769 | Morehead City, North Carolina 28557
252-515-5500
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found that for a quorum to be met, members must physically attend meetings to cast votes. Members
attending virtually can still participate in meetings; however, they cannot vote on action items. While this
case was from a ruling involving the Anson County Sherrif’s Department, this will impact votes cast by
members attending virtually tonight. The AC will vote on the approval of the April 9, 2024 minutes at a
future meeting. We are working with legal and the Department of Justice now to determine if virtual votes
are valid, particularly if one of the virtual votes is a deciding vote. Jessie asked that members attend the next
meeting in person if possible. Fifty percent of the current members plus one, must be present for a quorum.

PRESENTATION OF BLUE CRAB FMP AMENDMENT 3 ADAPTIVE MANAGEMENT
POTENTIAL OPTIONS

Robert Corbett, lead biologist for blue crab, presented a brief history of blue crab management in North
Carolina, the 2023 stock assessment update, and the adaptive management framework. In 2023, the division
began updating the 2018 benchmark stock assessment with data through 2022. Results of the model update
indicate trends in estimated recruitment, female spawner abundance, and fishing mortality were similar to
the benchmark assessment; however, the maximum sustainable yield-based reference points used to
determine stock status for both female spawner abundance and fishing mortality both drastically changed
with the expanded time series. Due to the magnitude of the change in reference points, the division
requested an external review of the updated stock assessment which was completed in December 2023. The
reviewers identified concerns with model specifications and results. They strongly recommended resolving
these issues before basing management decisions on assessment results. Suggestions provided by reviewers
can only be incorporated through a new benchmark stock assessment. Given concerns with the updated
assessment identified by the division and external peer reviewers, the division does not recommend using
results of the 2023 stock assessment update to inform management decisions.

The original North Carolina Blue Crab FMP was adopted in December 1998 and Amendment 1 was adopted
in December 2004. Following Amendment 1 was Amendment 2, which was adopted in November 2013.
The Amendment 2 adaptive management framework relied on annual updates to the Traffic Light Stock
Assessment which provided information on the relative condition of the blue crab stock. The traffic light
stock assessment gets its name by assigning a color (red, yellow or green) to data trends in comparison to
established reference points. Based on results of the traffic light assessment updated with 2015 data,
management action was required by the MFC. To improve the condition of the blue crab stock, the MFC
adopted management measures via Amendment 2 adaptive management and incorporated them in the May
2016 revision to Amendment 2. A comprehensive review of the Blue Crab FMP was originally scheduled
to begin in July 2018, but at their August 2016 business meeting, the MFC voted to begin review
immediately to assess the status of the blue crab stock and identify more comprehensive management
strategies.

A benchmark stock assessment was completed and approved for management use in March 2018. This
assessment included data for 1995-2016 and concluded the stock was overfished and overfishing was
occurring. The stock assessment projections indicated a harvest reduction of 0.4% was needed to end
overfishing and a harvest reduction of 2.2% was projected to achieve sustainable harvest and rebuild the
blue crab spawning stock within 10 years of the date of plan adoption with a 50% probability of success of
meeting the statutory requirement. Based on assessment results and projections, the division encouraged
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the MFC to consider a reduction of at least 5.9% which was projected to reduce fishing mortality to a level
close to the fishing mortality target and have a 90% probability of achieving sustainable harvest. In
November 2019, the MFC voted for preferred management measures projected to result in a 3.7% harvest
reduction with a 50%—67% probability of success. However, at the following meeting in February 2020 the
MFC changed their preferred measures lowering the projected harvest reduction to 2.4% with only a 50%
chance of achieving sustainable harvest in 10 years, which is only slightly higher than the statutory required
minimum of 2.2%.

Adoption of Amendment 3 also included the Adaptive Management framework and established specific
steps to be taken once an updated stock assessment was completed. If the stock is overfished and/or
overfishing is occurring or it is not projected to meet the sustainability requirements, then management
measures shall be adjusted using the director’s proclamation authority. For management to move forward,
the adaptative management framework requires that management measures must be quantifiable. The
framework also specifies the division will consult with the MFC Northern, Southern and
Shellfish/Crustacean ACs prior to new management measures being approved by the MFC. Upon
evaluation by the division, if a management measure adopted to achieve sustainable harvest is not working
as intended, then it may be revised or removed and replaced as needed. While we do not have an updated
stock assessment that can be used for management purposes, and are unlikely to for some time, there is
substantial data suggesting management measures adopted in Amendment 3 are not working as intended
and need to be revised using the Amendment 3 adaptive management.

McLean Seward next gave a presentation on recruitment and spawner stock biomass trends from the recent
stock assessment update. Both the estimated number of recruits within the stock and spawner abundance
indicate steady declines over the last decade. The update also indicated that fishing mortality has remained
relatively unchanged since adoption of Amendment 3 management measures in 2020. Next Seward show
data from the division’s Pamlico Sound Survey (P195), which showed that for males and females of both
life stages show continued declines or continued low abundance through 2022, with some of the lowest
values in the time series being in recent years. Data from the division’s Juvenile Trawl Survey (P120) also
indicate a decline in male and female recruits with the last few years being the lowest on record. Declines
in the annual commercial landings appear to track with juvenile and adult indices of abundance.
Commercial landings of all blue crabs have been in decline since the record high of 67 million pounds in
1996. In 2022, the harvest level dropped to the lowest in the time series. In addition to declining harvest
levels, participation and in number of trips has also declined in recent years.

Seward further noted other states along the Atlantic coast have observed similar declines in their
commercial landings. In January 2023, the SC Department of Natural Resources released a status report for
the SC blue crab fishery. The report concluded the SC blue crab stock has been in decline for nearly two
decades and provided recommendations to prevent overharvesting, gradually reduce fishing pressure,
prevent overexploitation, and strengthen enforcement capabilities. In the Chesapeake Bay the most recent
dredge survey data indicates that although the blue crab stock is not depleted and overfishing is not
occurring, juvenile abundance remains low. Precautionary management, focusing on protecting mature
females and juveniles, has been recommended for the Chesapeake Bay stock and a benchmark stock
assessment has begun to better understand the population.
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All available information suggests the NC blue crab stock has continued to decline since adoption of
Amendment 3 management measures in February 2020. Amendment 3 implemented management measures
which were projected to result in minimal harvest reductions with a 50% probability of success. Since
adoption of Amendment 3, commercial landings have continued to decline to historic lows. And despite
low commercial landings, the stock assessment update indicates fishing mortality has not decreased.
Abundance of all blue crab life stages as indicated from fishery independent surveys, are at historic lows.
Specifically, recruitment has been at historic lows, which means we just don’t have enough new crabs
coming into this population to replace what we are harvesting. New management that is more substantial
than what was adopted in Amendment 3 needs to be developed to reverse the declines we’ve observed.

Sara Winslow opened the floor to AC members to ask questions about the presentation before moving into
discussion of the issue. Worthington asked what were the issues that the peer reviewers had with the
assessment results that led them to recommend not using it for management? Corbett responded that it was
mostly the drastic increase to the MSY reference point estimates from the assessment update compared to
the benchmark assessment. Other concerns were with independent sampling programs that we could
potentially tweak to make them more focused on sampling blue crabs rather than sampling a range of species.
Newman asked to pull some graphs back up to compare the presentation to the Blue Crab Decision Document.
He then asked if we knew why the MSY reference points changed so much, from 60—80 million pounds to
120-150 million pounds? Corbett responded the division is not sure why the estimates of the reference points
changed and this is why the division is recommending not using the results to inform management. Although
the trends and values in the estimates of fishing mortality and spawner abundance were very similar in the
benchmark and the update, the big concern was the change in the models estimate of MSY reference points.
Newman expressed concern that there would be so much uncertainty in the estimates from the benchmark
to the assessment, and shared that same concern for other stock assessment conducted by the Division.
Newman asked if we knew what changes needed to be done to make the assessment be more reliable. Corbett
indicated the reviewers suggested it would take a new benchmark assessment. Dan Zapf also mentioned the
peer reviewers provided a list of items that we could investigate in the next benchmark. These are all
contained in the peer review report. Newman asked if there was a reason we are having so much trouble with
our stock assessments. Seems like we have some assessments that were fine in the benchmark, then in the
update we are overfishing for the entire time series. Newman just wanted to know what the Acs and MFC
could do to help out with these issues. Zapf indicated that right now the main reason is we don’t have any of
our three stock assessment scientist positions filled. Newman also noted the numbers of crabs were super
low in the Pamlico Sound trawl survey, even when harvest was very high. They don’t seem to match. He
asked if we did any sampling in the Albemarle Sound where most of the crabs are coming from? Corbett
responded that the division does sample in the Albemarle Sound, however that program primarily captures
adult blue crabs and is not a good indicator for juvenile abundance. Newman pointed out that we should
have a dedicated survey for crabs as it is and has always been one of our most lucrative fisheries with the
highest levels of harvest. Many states have a dedicated survey just for blue crabs and thinks NC should too.
Corbett said that is completely understood but we have never had the resources to implement a state-wide
survey for blue crabs at all life stages. Newman also pointed out the error bars are pretty significant, and
wishes we could get the estimates a bit more precise. We need to do all we can to build as much confidence
in these models with the public and ACs. Blake pointed out that the landings in 2023 had increased quite a
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bit compared to previous years, and maybe if the commercial landings were so much higher than maybe the
math we were using for the stock assessment didn’t play out correctly. Corbett pointed out that even though
the landings in 2023 were higher than 2021 and 2022, they are still lower than most all other landings in the
time series. Blake noted we’ve seen the decline, but the other thing is piggy backing on the last statements,
how much of our crab catch is from trawl versus crab pots. I thought crab trawling was a very small quantity
from a small area. Why not use data from pots. Corbett said yes, crab trawls make up a relatively small
potion of overall harvest in most years, but in some years trawl landings can pick up drastically in the winter.
Could we use trip ticket data from the fishermen, such as the discard data to inform the stock status. Corbett
pointed out that trip tickets define the gear and location. Blake asked can we use that data for juvenile crabs
and the discard data from commercial fishermen? Staff and commercial members of the AC advised that for
a crabber to record or cull discards in the field while fishing would be impractical. Would take too long
and/or you would have to have a separate crab by sex just to look at culls. Zapf indicated that the division
does go to fish houses to measure, weigh, and sex crabs to gather information from the catch. Director Rawls
wanted to speak to Mr. Newmans’ comments about a dedicated blue crab survey. We have been talking
about that for 28 years since I’ve been here. For the last several years it has been a priority for us at the
Legislature to get the funding for a dedicated crab survey but have been unsuccessful. Jamie Lane asked to
see the graph of harvest numbers again. Thomas Newman also said it looks like we had a harvest reduction
from 2016. 2016 landings were about 28 million pounds, and in 2022 landings were down to less than 10
million pounds. Zapf added that what the division really wants to see is a positive response to the stock from
management changes, and we are still seeing declines in our independent surveys. Newman, if we look at
the long-term time series, landings were really low from the 1950s to the 1980s. Did we do any management
back then? Chair Winslow indicated that in the 1950s and 1960s there was no real effort for blue crabs from
crab pots, it was all trot lines, so there was just nowhere near the effort like there was in the late 1980s or
1990s. Newman wondered if we had seen this type of decline and/or increases in landings before, and if they
were due to active management or natural cycles in crab abundance at play with various market forces.
Bruno asked how the division conducts sampling for crabs. Staff responded trawls. Bruno asked if we have
had the same Captain over that time. Staff responded no, but sampled the same sets of stations through the
years. Bruno asked if the gill net crew could also set some crab pots without cull rings and we could get a
better understanding of what is going on with the crab population. This year we have had the best crab year
in four or five years. The market was so flooded we couldn’t sell them and we were forced into taking lay
days. Bruno expressed his frustrations about recent management with spotted seatrout, mullet, and now with
the division looking into adaptive management for the crabs, knowing we don’t have a reliable stock
assessment, etc. Making rules that adversely affect his livelihood everyday without solid information is
extremely frustrating. Chair Winslow reminded the AC that at this time we would like to focus on questions
to staff about the presentation, or anything crab related, before we get into Public Comment and then
discussion among AC members. AC member Rulifson asked about the data that might be available. Have
we looked at the water quality data over this last 10-year period. There is evidence that suggests climate
change and warming waters are affecting a variety of species. We’ve seen Bull sharks popping into the
Sound and that’s the first time that has been recorded. Wondering if we are seeing so many crabs in certain
locations, is it due to the environment shifting their population abundance. Staff responded that in the stock
assessments environmental data is used to see if any of those variables are affecting abundance estimates
form the surveys. Rulifson followed with a question about the latest research or hypotheses that maybe the
majority of crabs are coming from the Chesapeake Bay, and if this theory is still believed or not. Zapf
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responded that the NC stock is considered to be a single unit stock. Rulifson indicated the Gulf Stream is
weakening and shifting, maybe these changes are affecting recruitment. Winslow responded that normally
this time of year the rivers are slam full of pots but very few are in the rivers now. Granted, she said she has
only couple of recreational pots set off her bulkhead since June, baited, and fished every day, and caught
one legal crab all summer. The crabbing is good in the Sound, but not in the rivers. All commercial AC
members mentioned that this is the best year they have seen in several years. Director Rawls asked the staff
to talk about what other states are seeing in their fisheries and indices. Staff responded states from
Chesapeake Bay down the coast are seeing the same declines in landings and independent indices of
abundance. Staff also mentioned in the Albemarle dealers have had to tell fishermen to take lay days because
the market is flooded. Dunbar mentioned that the red drum population is so large, they are consuming a lot
of crabs as well as other important species. Jamie Lane talked about an article she read from Chesapeake
Bay discussing the impact of invasive species blue catfish on not only finfish but also on blue crabs. Could
we allow more commercial harvest on blue catfish, which will help perch population, river herring, crabs,
and all other stocks that are at low levels of abundance. Staff indicated the division has had many discussions
about increasing blue catfish harvest and is actively trying to allow all forms of harvest of blue catfish that
will not have adverse impacts on other species of concerns. Through the Commercial Fishing Resource Fund
(CFRF) a study by University researchers looking at blue catfish stomach contents had been funded.
Newman asked if that study is going to be able to quantify how much of an increase in the crab population
would occur if a certain amount of blue crab were removed.

PUBLIC COMMENT
There were two members of the public that provided comment. Since there were only two members present,
they were given additional time to provide comment.

Dana Beasley: First of all thank you, thank you for everything you’ve done, everything you’ve said. My first
problem is three minutes. I’'m here trying to discuss my livelihood and I’ve got three minutes. The Chair
reminded him that they are allowing more time tonight because of so few people. Dana said that in most
situations only three minutes are allowed. That’s not enough time. He went on to say the AC members made
a lot of good points. He said he has met Corbett at Endurance seafood measuring crabs. I’ve heard you say
things we are trying to control. You can’t control things that are under water. Mother nature is going to
control it. We can’t control it. Second thing you just brought up was drum, blue cats, turtles, stripers,
flounders, they are all aggressive species and they are eating the mess out of blue crabs. Next thing is how
do you define a juvenile recruit? Corbett responded for the stock assessment it is anything under 5 inches. If
you do your trawls, most crabs are caught in pots. Set a peeler pot, no cull rings, put some bait in it. [ set one
for pinfish with bait had 85 pinfish and 32 little crabs. In one day. Right by Currituck Bridge. The crabs are
out there your just not seeing them because your not bringing them in. Try using pots. You trawl in the same
places, you got to move to where the crabs are. Have additional sites that you trawl. Water quality. We just
had all this rain, dead water, crabs get into pots can’t get out, pushes people to other places, landings are
affected by this. If you have lay days that will affect landings. Your talking about sustainability,
sustainability of the crabs we are catching, we should be talking about sustainability of our livelihood. Your
graph shows the crabs going down but look at the number of trips and fishermen and landings, and look at
the catch per crabber. I bet it is the same. The crabs haven’t declined there is just less effort. No young
crabbers getting into it. The youngest crabber might be 40. All kinds of factors why landings are down, not
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just population decline (weather, the females, the spawning stock, etc.). There are areas in the spring where
females sponge out but they have had less crabs. We had a big storm this spring and they moved southeast,
and the guys peelering missed out, the crabs moved north. Too many factors that you can’t see under the
water that you can never control. You don’t have solid baseline data. The last stock assessment was 2016. If
you want to see what we are catching come out with us anytime. In Currituck sound, if it’s not included in
the juvenile recruitment it should, there are little crabs all over up there. I hope it’s not falling on deaf ears,
but I’'m with Bruno, there is not solid enough data on this. If you look at pounds per trip landings are solid.
We don’t have picking houses, nowhere to send the crabs. Imported crab meat is killing this country. Other
one is sea turtles. They cost me between $5000-$10,000 each year in gear and lost crabs. They turned over
a whole line of pots the other day rolled 30 pots in a row. Didn’t tear many of them but they rolled them and
I was averaging 20 crabs a pot so 30 pots is roughly 5 bushels of crabs plus a flat and a half of bait. That’s
$160 out of my day. That’s huge. The economic side of this is where we really need to be focused. This isn’t
drum fishing and trout and striper fishing. No one really recreational crabs. There’s always crabs for the rec
guys. If I want to catch the last crab and put us out of business, let’s do it. It's our livelihood. Just like
flounders, if you bring them all back, there will be so many crabs we won’t get paid anything. I flounder
fished last year. Everyone in a 6-day window. All gears were open, everyone fishing. I got paid $1.50 a
pound for flounder. When in June, July, August, I could get $5.00 a pound for that same flounder. You got
to spread it out. Its all about the money. It’s not about how many crabs there are. They had rather crab and
get 20 pounds a pot and get a nickel a pound for them. I’d rather get three pounds to the pot and get $2 a
pound. I had rather come in and unload 10 bushels of crab at $70 bushel. Yesterday, I unloaded 42 bushels
and I’m going to get $18-$20 a bushel. I’m not utilizing the resource. Find a way to get more money for the
crab. That’s what we need to do. It’s about what’s out there and what it’s worth at the end of the day.
Everything is going up, bait, wire. Like Bruno said, when I leave the dock I’'m your paycheck a week in the
hole probably. When I come in and Kissi tells me crabs dropped today, I'm like great, maybe I went for
nothing today. If don’t get paid today. I still have to pay my mate but I don’t get paid. It always goes down
quicker than it comes up. That’s my piece thank you for listening.

Vance Henries: Carolina Seafood in Aurora. I'm going to reiterate all of the points that were made here
tonight I believe in and had already intended to speak on. Thank you for your time and for what you all do.
I believe we’ve got a way out of balance ecosystem. We are protecting predators, and those predators are
having impacts on other species. I see that as a big problem. Other problem is water quality, not water
temperature, or salinity, but others such as non-environmental factors. South Creek 30 years ago was stated
that it was the most productive fish estuary in the state. Now there’s not much that comes out of it. Things
like that need to be looked at big time. I don’t think it’s overfishing. Every time there’s a decline it’s blamed
on overfishing. I just don’t believe that. That’s my two cents worth, thanks for listening.

COLLABORATIVE CONVERSATION BETWEEN THE DIVISION, ADVISORY COMMITTEE,
AND THE PUBLIC

Chair Sara Winslow closed Public Comment and turned the floor back over to the AC to discuss potential
management options. Sara noted in the documents provided there was a summary sheet of any potential
things considered previously with the pros cons and complexity. Blake comments that when he looks at the
management options none of them give you a number they just give you how hard and pros or cons. First
one is limit crab trawls but that’s the least amount of harvest coming from that gear. I would say that we




ROY COOPER

Governor

MARY PENNY KELLEY

Secretary

KATHY B. RAWLS

Director

don’t have enough information to make a decision at this point on the reduction, but I ask that whatever we
do let’s make it as easiest as possible to the crabber. The Chair pointed out to Everette that these are initial
options to seek input and will have numbers associated with the reduction if that option is developed. Dunbar
made a motion status quo, nothing. Like the gentleman said, and I’ll say, I’ve been in the crabbing business
50 years and there’s too many factors that mother nature puts in that you can’t control any of this except
maybe get rid of some of the predators. Other than that, there is just so many factors involved we can’t
control it. Like shrimp, you can’t control them. I make a motion of status quo. Second by XXX Motion
passes. Chair Winslow asked if there were any other recommendations from the AC? Rulifson asked what
affect does it have on the blue crab industry that we have tried to reduce bycatch in different fisheries? What
do the blue crab have to eat out there. We’ve had great blue crab fisheries for all these years, and now that
we’ve reduced bycatch blue crab landings are declining. Dunbar talked about the turtle excluders and fish
excluders, which may have reduced the amount of bycatch to eat. Winters are not as cold. Oyster beds were
alive and prosperous. Crabs loved to get around oyster beds. Rulifson asked, I wonder what the other states
are doing to reduce bycatch and therefore reduce the amount of food that the blue crab has to forage on. Two
decades ago, B.J. Copeland and I put in a study to look at just this issue, but it never got funded. We wondered
if it would have an impact. Dunbar noted that years ago when there were plenty of fishermen they kept the
predators in check. Year-round flounder fishery that killed a ton of skates, the haul seiners caught a lot of
drum, but now we don’t keep these predators in check. Clark asked if we had explored every possible option
to get rid of these blue catfish. Maybe back to overnight soaks of gill nets and electrofishing to keep these
blue cats down. They eat 5-8% of their body weight everyday out of our estuaries. The Chair noted that
wouldn’t be in the blue crab plan under adaptive management. Staff noted it would have to be quantifiable
and that would be difficult to quantify. But that is certainly something that could be addressed through
another option. Newman pointed out that it is disappointing that we don’t come up with a recommendation
other than status quo, but we want to do something, we want to make things better. The reason fishermen
are so frustrating right now we have so many natural deterrents that limit our ability to harvest fish. Like the
four-day mullet season right now, the weather is insane. You may get periods where you can’t fish for seven
or eight days in a row. We are already seeing natural reduction in harvest because effort is down, then the
fish markets go away. There is escapement from that. Also I wanted to question to Director Rawls on the the
2 and 10 statute. It says if there is a lack of data, we could go down the 2 and 10 rule. How could we go
down that road if we don’t have the necessary data? Director Rawls said that can definitely be part of the
conversation and it is always difficult when a stock assessment does not give you what you need. We are in
this situation now that we are using previous stock assessment and independent indices showing these
declining trends, so that is what we are trying to come up with. One of the staff introduced the questions of
where are these crabs located? It’s not just a NC thing, there is something going on up and down the coast.
I think we would all agree that what we would like to see is a stock assessment that we feel is reliable
however this is not what we have and at this point we should rely on the trends in the data we have, both
dependent and independent, to guide management recommendations. Staff Godwin wanted to address
Rulifson’ s question about the bycatch issue. We looked at blue crab landings all through the east coast and
Gulf of Mexico although we didn’t show a lot of that, but in looking at Gulf landings, Louisianna is really
the only state that has seen relatively consistent landings of blue crabs though the years, and they have many
more shrimp trawlers in the gulf and also have turtle excluders and fish excluders to reduce bycatch, so at
least for LA. It doesn’t seem that reducing bycatch has reduced blue crab population. Corbett added that
some management measures may be developed that could potentially help market prices, such as bushel



ROY COOPER

Governor

MARY PENNY KELLEY

Secretary

KATHY B. RAWLS

Director

limits during certain time periods. Bruno added that it is a supply and demand fishery. MD and VA supply
a lot of crabs and can often flood the market. We would have to control their harvests and number of crabs
coming on the market to have any effect. Director Rawls asked, is the demand for crabs as it is for other
seafood as well or is the demand even there? Bruno said it peaks on the Fourth of July from the spring in
MD and VA. That’s our major markets. As soon as it first gets warm, the first nice weekend, they call down
here looking for crabs. By the Fourth of July they start catching more in the Chesapeake, so you get less
demand, more crabs, so that’s when the price falls out and we may have a harder time moving crabs. Rulifson
asked is this a marketing problem? After the Fourth of July could you sell it to the Midwest and make profit?
Bruno said it is a very delicate product. They want them alive. There are some industry leaders trying to
create different product, frozen crab, etc. but we just don’t have the infrastructure we used to have. We don’t
have the picking houses, we don’t have the people. We could waylay this into a political issue. We don’t
have the imported help we used to have. We have lost infrastructure and then you lose market share.
Louisianna is one of our biggest competitors in selling crab to VA and MD. I’d have to look at the numbers
but after the Horizon oil disaster for a few years LA had no crabs, and we did great, because of less
competition. In years past the Chesapeake hasn’t had a lot of crabs, but they have really cleaned up that Bay,
they went after the major polluters upstream and now they have more crabs, and oysters are doing great.
And the Bay has now come back because they have cleaned up the waters. They do their annual survey of
abundance and they say we don’t have any young crabs but they still kill it. We’ve had a tough couple of
years here in NC, no doubt. There was discussion about the efficiency of crab trawls as a sampling gear.
Worthington asked, you said you didn’t have the employees to do the second part of what you needed to get
done? What are we lacking for employees? Staff responded they were talking about the stock assessment
staff? Worthington said he is aware that the Legislature doesn’t provide the funding for law enforcement, so
what do you need from the Legislature to get these positions filled? Director Rawls mentioned, the division
is having trouble hiring staff all across the board. The DMF cannot compete with the salaries of these
positions. The DMF can compete across states but not with the Federal Government. As a state agency the
DMEF just can’t compete. We train employees and then they go to better paying jobs. The DMF can’t hardly
even get applicants. It is a struggle. Currently the DMF have been having internal discussions about what
other options do we have available for assessing stocks if we don’t have a stock assessment scientist.

Corbett added that we really do want input on potential management measures. Even if its not on Table 2,
think of things that could potentially help with market issues. If we move effort to a different area, or how
about sex specific management measures, just think about these things and please provide us input on what
measures would work and what ones would not.

Jesse Bissette also pointed out that we wanted to bring this to the AC as early as possible to provide input
on how these different options available on the table to let us know how these options will affect the industry,
which ones would work. We really need input from industry. We can do it after this meeting if we need to,
but we really need your input.

Blake discussed that if we had to do anything, regional closures would probably be better than statewide
blanket closures. Hope they would be less impact on the fisherman. We could shift these based on how
landings are going during the year. All the other ones it seems like they all put a lot more work on the
fisherman.
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Corbett said yes these are the types of input we are looking for. And we have talked about regional closures.
However, sometimes if you close a small area, everyone is just going to move out of that area and go to
another area. Regional closures might have to be relatively broad, because if they are too small, folks will
just move to the other side of the line.

Bruno mentioned another effort switch to look at is when I can’t crab, I go gill net. That is going to put more
pressure on species like spotted seatrout, etc. Fishermen have to have something to do, the bills keep coming.
If I can’t crab, I got to do something else. That will just put more pressure on other species.

Rulifson asked when was the moratorium? When there were so many Vietnamese that came into the industry
from Louisiana? Is that the blip in landings you see in the long-term landings data? Back in the late 70s early
80s?

Jesse wanted to look at the Decision Document, and asked Keith and Wayne, if we are looking potential
bushel limits. So when you talked about the market and demand when we are landing a lot of crabs and the
market goes down and you have to take lay days, what would be the drawback of having bushel limits that
might prevent that? Bruno responded that it’s not a local market. If we start limiting our guys then that is
just going to give more market share to the guys in MD and VA. Staff mentioned that MD and VA already
have bushel limits and have for years. Dunbar said VA and MD depend on us Feb-June. Then when they
open up in VA and MD they flood the market on female crabs. Come after July 4™ they really don’t buy
crabs like they were in the spring. In those months they depend on NC and LA crabs. Jesse pointed out we
could do bushel limits on a seasonal basis. So we wouldn’t want to have a bushel limit in the spring, but we
could that later I the year? Bruno asked aren’t we in that situation already? If the market is not there we stop
catching as many crabs. The market takes care of that.

Newman also mentioned if we have closures and then something happens to the markets in other states, and
we don’t have product to sell because of a closure, then we might lose that market altogether. That is what
happened with bluefish. We had to take reductions because of the quota, and now we’ve got more bluefish
than anyone’s ever seen, but we lost the markets we had because of several years of reduced harvest. Bruno
says the market acts as harvest reductions. We may tell our crabbers that you can’t crab for a couple days
during the week because the market can’t handle all the crabs. When there are so many crabs there is
escapement through lay days and reductions.

Dana Beasley said your talking about a 2.2% reduction. In my log book I’ve had 12 or 14 lay days since the
last August and September, easily averaging 25 bushels a day. So 2.2% reduction on 16 million pounds,
352,000 pounds for the reduction. 25 bushels a day times 12 is 300 bushels is 12,000 pounds. 352,000 pounds
divided by 12,000 lbs is 29 crabbers. Easily 29 crabbers in the state have had 12 lay days, and some of them
have had more, and some were harvesting more than 25 bushels a day. So that’s easily your 2.2% reduction
right there in lay days just since August of this year. Plus you don’t know what Mother Nature is going to
do. Like mullet, can’t fish on the weekends. It blows all week and is pretty on the weekend now I’ve had a
7 day closure not just a two day closure. Fish and seafood don’t have a calendar, they don’t know what day
itis. When we are fishing, we go fishing when we can and catch fish. And now you’ve pigeonholed everyone
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in to crabbing. Like Ms. Winslow said about crabbing 30 or 40 years ago. There were no crabbers back then.
Everyone long hauled. Everyone fished long nets. They blocked off the Pamlico sound into square mile grids
and you picked a grid and had to call in what grid you were fishing, if ’'m not mistaken. Then long netting
went by the wayside. Maybe they caught them all I don’t know. Then here comes shrimping. No one used
to shrimp, shrimping was sketchy at best. Then everyone was shrimping. Long netters hated crabbers. Some
guys got into crabbing. Made good money, next thin you know lots of folks crabbing. Now you can’t catch
a drum, can’t catch a flounder, can’t catch a striper, what you got? Crabs. We do have window and a season.
Opysters, look at oysters. You got only two weeks around Thanksgiving. The oyster beds have gone to crap
because nobody keeps up with them because you can’t fish them. Look at flounder. You make a short season
and put everybody in at one time, they flood the market and flounder aren’t worth nothing. The time thing
doesn’t work. We got to go fish when we can go.

That was the end of AC discussion. Jesse Bissett reminded the AC the next meeting will be Oct. 8, at
the Washington office, and the discussion will be the draft of Spotted Seatrout Amendment 1. And
because of the court ruling we are asking that everyone attend in person. Bruno asked if that date could
be changed. That’s one of the days I’m going to go flounder fishing. Only getting six days this year
probably. I’m not going to be here but I am interested in that discussion. Jesse said they probably will not
be able to move the meeting date at this point, but he would call Keith tomorrow to discuss more.

Bruno made a motion to adjourn. Rulifson seconded. Motion passed by unanimous consent. Meeting
adjourned.

11
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Nov. 4, 2024

MEMORANDUM

TO: Marine Fisheries Commission
Northern Standing Advisory Committee

FROM: Charlton Godwin, Biologist Supervisor
Fisheries Management Section

SUBJECT: Meeting of the Marine Fisheries Commission’s Northern Regional Advisory Committee,
Oct. 8, 2024, to provide recommendations for the Spotted Seatrout Fishery Management
Plan Amendment 1

The Marine Fisheries Commission’s (MFC) Northern Regional Advisory Committee (AC) held a meeting
on Oct. §, 2024, at the Department of Environmental Quality’s Washington Regional Office, Washington
North Carolina, and via webinar. AC members could attend in either setting to communicate with other
committee members.

The following Advisory Committee members were in attendance in person: Sara Winslow, Jamie Winslow,
Wayne Dunbar, Thomas Newman, Roger Rulifson. The following members were present online: Carl
Hacker.

Division of Marine Fisheries (DMF) staff present: Lucas Pensinger, Melinda Lambert, Charlton Godwin,
Kathy Rawls, Hope Wade, Jason Rock, Capt. Chris Lee, Dan Zapf, Jeff Moore, Brandi Salmon, Jesse
Bissette, Officer Candace Rose, Michale Thompson, Alan Bianchi.

Public that signed in: Kim Tavasso, Wilbur Vitols, Paul Lane.

The Northern Regional AC had five members present in person at the start of the meeting, therefore a quorum
was not met.

Northern Regional AC Chair Sara Winslow called the meeting to order at 6:00 p.m. The full meeting can be
viewed online Northen Regional AC Oct 8, 2024

APPROVAL OF THE AGENDA AND MINUTES FROM PREVIOUS MEETING

There was not a quorum present so no motions and votes were made.

PRESENTATION OF THE DRAFT SPOTTED SEATROUT FISHERY MANAGEMENT PLAN
AMENDMENT 1

State of North Carolina | Division of Marine Fisheries
3441 Arendell Street | P.O.Box 769 | Morehead City, North Carolina 28557
252-515-5500


https://youtube.com/live/aC_wRCk12Lk?feature=share
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Staff started the presentation with a timeline of the FMP process and asked that the AC give their
recommendations to send to the MFC for the draft Spotted Seatrout Fishery Management Plan (FMP). Staff
will present the standing and regional ACs’ recommendations at the November MFC meeting. The MFC
will select its preferred management options at its November meeting and then vote on final adoption of
Amendment 1 in February 2025. The goal of Amendment 1 is to manage the Spotted Seatrout fishery to
maintain a self-sustaining population that provides sustainable harvest based on science-based decision-
making processes. Since current management was fully put in place in 2012, recreational harvest has
accounted for about 86% of total harvest and commercial harvest has accounted for about 14%. Landings
in both sectors are variable, but recreational landings have generally increased throughout the time series
with periods of low harvest in both sectors following cold stuns. Landings in both sectors dramatically
increased in 2019 and remained high through 2022. However, recreational landings decreased sharply in
2023. Commercial landings also decreased in 2023 although that drop was not as steep as what we see
recreationally. Approximately 70% of recreational harvest occurs in the peak October—February season. A
similar pattern is seen for the commercial sector. Historically anchored gills nets landed most of the
commercial catch; however, in recent years runaround gill nets land most of the fish.

The last stock assessment indicated spawning stock biomass (SSB) was well above the threshold; thus, the
stock is not overfished. However, fishing mortality (F) or the rate at which fish are removed due to fishing,
was above the maximum ratio (F/Fav, ratio = 1) in the terminal year indicating that overfishing was
occurring. To keep spotted seatrout biomass at levels that support the fishery we have seen in recent years,
we need to end overfishing by reducing fishing mortality. The options presented today are intended to
benefit the stock and end overfishing. The first issue paper looks at characterizing the small mesh gill net
fishery for spotted seatrout, the predominate gear used to harvest the species commercially. This paper
examines mesh size restrictions and trip and yardage limits. The next issue paper is the sustainable harvest
issue paper. Management measures discussed in this issue paper are quantifiable and projected to meet the
required reduction in spotted seatrout harvest based on the terminal year of that stock assessment. At least
a 19.9% harvest reduction is required to meet the fishing mortality or F threshold, while a 53.9% harvest
reduction is needed to reach the F' target. Harvest reductions in the issue paper are based on harvest from
2019 to 2022. Management measures that reduce harvest so that /' falls somewhere in between the threshold
and target need to be somewhere between 19.9% and 53.9% to achieve the highest probability of SSB
staying above the target.

AC member Newman asked what was the recruitment value used in the projections? Pensinger said it was
the mean of the recent recruitment, 2012-2022 he thought. Newman asked why it was not the same years
as the average of the average F for the terminal year, 2019-2022. Pensinger noted he would have to go back
though the stock assessment to say for sure. But we can certainly find that information. I can look it up
when Melinda takes over for the second half of the presentation. Staff continued the presentation which
was to show the projections that would end overfishing and keep SSB above the Target.

To achieve the reductions needed to end overfishing, options include size limits, season closures, bag/trip
limits, stop net management, combinations of measures, and adaptive management. Staff then reviewed
supplemental options that would benefit the population but could not be quantified, which include vessel
limits, effort controls, gear requirements, tournament restrictions, and commercial hook and line harvest.
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Staff next discussed how adaptive management could be used to address cold stuns. Currently the Director
can close the spotted seatrout fishery by Proclamation through June 15 in the event of a severe cold stun
which allows surviving fish a chance to spawn before being subject to harvest. The issue paper discusses
additional management options on top of the seasonal closure through June 15. Management measures that
could be adjusted through cold stun adaptive management specifically include temporary measures like
extended season closures, reduced bag and trip limits, and size limits. The cold stun adaptive management
process would start with the Division evaluating the cold stun by analyzing water temperatures, reviewing
cold stun reports, and using onsite data collected by Division staff. It would also include analysis of fishery
independent data looking at indices of abundance and length frequencies. If a cold stun was deemed
especially severe, then the Director can implement temporary management measures using adaptive
management.

The preliminary DMF management recommendation to end overfishing is for a January through February
statewide harvest closure for both sectors, a 14—20-inch recreational slot limit with an allowance for one
fish over 26-inches, a 3 fish recreational bag limit, and a commercial harvest closure from 11:59 p.m. Friday
to 12:01 a.m. Tuesday, October through December. This mirrors the fall weekend closures recently adopted
in Amendment 2 of the Striped Mullet FMP. Additionally, the preliminary Division management
recommendation is for no changes to the quota in the Bogue Banks stop net fishery, but to formalize the
management of that fishery in Amendment 1. And finally, the preliminary Division recommendation is to
adopt the adaptive management framework to allow the Division to respond more quickly to ensure
sustainability goals are met. The preliminary recommendations would result in a recreational harvest
reduction of just over 1.3 million pounds or 39.5% while commercial harvest would be reduced by about
228 thousand pounds or 40.2%. This would combine to a total harvest reduction of 39.6%. When we look
at the breakdown of each sector’s contribution to the total harvest reduction, we see that it aligns almost
exactly with the proportion of total harvest (85% recreational, 15% commercial), making these reductions
equitable.

AC member Dunbar asked why if the commercial catch is 14% you want to cut them back by 40.2%, and
if the recreational catch is 86% you want to cut them back 39.5%, which is less than the commercial cut.
What’s up with that? Staff responded that there were a few more slides that might clear that up and we
could talk about it then if that were OK? Staff continued the presentation. Dunbar noted later that looking
at the harvest, the recreational fishery is the problem, not the commercial. Commercial hasn’t really gone
up while the recreational has gone up a lot. Way more than commercial. Why does the commercial take so
much of a reduction? Staff responded that commercial harvest has increased some too, but you are right not
as much as recreational. But through the timeseries the 85% recreational-15% commercial split in harvest
percentages has stayed pretty much the same through time.

Chair Sara Winslow asked that AC members please hold discussion of the potential management options
and discussion in general until after staff have gotten through the presentation. Then we will take public
comment, then come back to the AC for full discussion, but let’s let them get through their presentation
first.
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The preliminary Division recommendation in Appendix 3 is to eliminate the captain/crew allowance for
spotted seatrout. This idea had some support from the for-hire industry and would stop the practice of
harvesting multiple captain/crew limits in a day. The preliminary Division recommendation for Cold Stun
Management is to extend the harvest closure in the event of a severe cold stun through June 30 and adopting
the cold stun adaptive management framework. Extending the closure through June 30 protects spotted
seatrout that survive the cold stun through the entire peak in spawning. The adaptive management
framework allows the Division flexibility in responding to an exceptionally bad cold stun.

Sara Winslow opened the floor to AC members to ask questions about the presentation before moving into
Public Comment. Newman wanted to ask a couple of questions about the projections graph. He liked the
graph and was glad it was in there, it helps a lot. Pensinger noted the answer to the previous question was
the last five years were used to balance out a couple of really low recruitment years and a really high
recruitment year in that time period, 2015-2019. Newman asked why the chart of projections went all the
way out to 2035 instead of just 2 years like the statue to end overfishing, so end the graph in 2026. Newman
also asked why the purple line was so far above the red 50% probability line? Why basically are we taking
such a drastic reduction so much more than the minimum needed? All we need to do is meet FRA
requirements, which is a 50% probability to end overfishing. We are taking a humongous cut when we don’t
need that much. Also wondering when our next stock assessment is. Staff indicated we really don’t know
until we get some stock assessment staff on board. We currently do not have a stock assessment scientist on
staff. Last question on the graph of projections by Newman: do these projections take into effect the increase
in discards due to the closures and/or slot limits? Staff indicated no they do not. But even with the increase
in discards, there will still be a lot of saved fish. Newman pointed out that if we could just decrease that
catch-and-release mortality from 10% to 8% that would be the reduction we would need. Newman pointed
out that the elephant in the room is the fact that recreational releases have gone up ten-fold in the last years.
Closures are just going to increase those releases. We are not even touching that part of the fishery. 1.6
million fish dying in some years is a lot. I wish we could look at reducing discards and stop hearing DMF
say we just can’t do anything about discards. Chair Winslow mentioned that for years the Division has puts
out all types of information about reducing discards and best handling practices for spotted seatrout and
other species. But a lot of that is not enforceable relative to angler behavior. Newman says this is a problem
in every fishery up and down the coast including the South Atlantic. We cut harvest and turn everything into
a discard fishery. We can’t keep going like that. Jesse Bissette mentioned that is a good point but as you
mentioned that one of the major challenges coming up in Fisheries Management is how to handle the increase
in recreational trips and effort that has been increasing for the past two decades and are expected to continue
to increase. Roger asked if someone could review the rules on cold stun. Is it legal to collect cold stun fish
if they are dead? Staff responded that if the fishery has been closed due to a cold stun, then no you cannot
harvest them. But if the cold stun is just happening and the fishery had not been closed, you could keep them.

PUBLIC COMMENT
There were three members of the public that provided comment.
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Kim Tavasso: My belief is that the decision to change has already been made. And I see that the numbers of
speckled trout caught have gone up. I think there is a pretty easy answer for that. Its due to a lack of options.
We can’t catch flounder, can catch striped bass, can only keep one drum. In 2020 the flounder caught
commercially was about 480,000 pounds. The trout went up in the commercial sector. So that’s not a surprise
that trout harvest has gone up. We are running out of options for fish to keep. I want the commercial industry
to make a living, but I want to be able to catch a fish too. My fear is the fishing industry in NC is headed for
a demise. If you look at the trip tickets, the commercial industry caught 175.8 million pounds of seafood. In
2020 that number had fallen to 35 million pounds. Going down at a rate of about 3% per year. We are running
out of options. If we don’t do something soon the commercial industry is going to die and the recreational
industry is going to go along with it. Please work on this hard folks. I’d like to see a solution. Thank you.

Wilbur Vitols: I’'m from New Bern and born in NC. My memory is that we took whatever species we wanted
and how many of them we wanted. There is no denying that this unchecked recreational fishing had
significant impact. But it is now apparent that trying to fix the problem we have also had a huge impact while
ignoring the most logical ways to fix the decline of all species. At recent meetings it also appears the division
is ignoring the voice of the public as represented by the trout AC. The proposed trout regulations with size
limits and bag limits could be supported, but including the elimination of the guides’ bags this will reduce
the trout catch by over 45%. But it also seems not logical to close this fishery for two months but allowing
nets for mullet that will kill trout too. I’m not against commercial fishing, I think you all need to work and
it’s a good thing for the state, but I know unless we change things now this is headed in the same direction
as the trout regs and closures. So reduce the recreational bag limit to three and use the slot size system as
proposed, and yes based on historical data put in quota system for the commercial sector with a cap, that is
equal in scale to the impact of the recreational side. I know that’s not what you’d like to see but I think that
is fair. Use an adaptive management system that will allow for adjustments and not wait for a 5-year schedule
or that will result in a closure. Enforcement, we must have enforcement with serious consequences such as
loss of licenses and equipment seizures. I’'m willing to take one for the team but there needs to be equal
enforcement and equal sharing of the burden by all parties. I appreciate the work you all do, and I know this
is a terribly complicated issue. But we are on that slippery slope. Thank you.

Paul Lane: I’'m a commercial fisherman been at it about 40 years now. I’m opposed to any reductions or
regulations for several reasons, but the main reason is a fellow named Louis Daniel said it is unmanageable.
Due to a cold stun, they will get wiped about all out and it will take several years for the to rebound. And in
my 40 years I’ve seen that, it is true. You can do whatever you want to, but you cannot manage a speckled
trout. And be careful what you wish for people want something done about this, but I’ve never seen anything
given back once it’s been taken. I’'m opposed to any regulations, there’s no need for it to be done, but
sometimes things get done for no reason, but this shouldn’t be done.

DISCUSSIONS ON RECOMMENDATIONS OF MANAGEMENT OPTIONS TO THE DRAFT
SPOTTED SEATROUT FISHERY MANAGEMENT PLAN AMENDMENT 1 FOR MFC
CONSIDERATION

Chair Sara Winslow closed Public Comment and turned the floor back over to the AC to discuss potential
management options.
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Jamie asked when we lost the Neuse River in one document it showed that the Neuse and Bay Rivers had
about 26% of the speckled trout harvest. If we’ve already lost 26%, then you are taking another 42%, are
you accounting for the fact the Neuse River is closed? We’ve already lost 26% and now you are wanting to
take an additional 42%. Seems like we have already taken our cut and reduction. Staff responded that the
reductions calculated are from 2019 to 2022, so the time period that we are looking at encompasses the ferry
line closures on the Neuse, so that reduced harvest is accounted for. But those fish move out of those areas
in the summer and fall so those fish are available to harvest. Jamie emphasized that they don’t fish for
speckled trout so much in the summer, it is mostly in the winter when they are up the rivers. Jamie asked is
there a scenario outside of this where we could have a one on one with your stock assessment scientist to
see the statistics that go into to the assessment, like how you calculate the standard deviations etc. and go
through and look at all your inputs and graphs. Staff responded that we don’t currently have a stock
assessment scientist, but the spotted seatrout lead would be happy to sit down with you and go over those.
One little input in a formula can have a major impact in 20 years of the model. Staff agreed that it is
complicated math but again would be glad to sit down anytime and walk though the assessment results.

Chair Winslow asked you showed on one of the slides the 2023 landings do you know if the effort for
commercial and recreational effort was up or down. Staff responded they do know recreational trips were
down somewhat but were not sure about the commercial. Sara asked if the quota had ever been reached in
the stop net fishery? Staff responded not once. Newman asked about the fishing mortality and spawning
stock biomass graph the terminal year of the stock assessment you used the average F from 2016-2019 and
used that? How good do you all feel about that? Are we still confident with that terminal year estimates since
it is the most uncertain year in the assessment. Staff responded we had lots of conversations with the peer
reviewers about that last terminal year estimate and a lot of the conversation was about the variance in that
year, but it was also about the fact that removals in that year were an outlier at the time. They are no longer
an outlier. All years since 2019 except for 2023 were very similar to 2019 landings. Newman said you would
expect landings to be high if we have highest biomass we have ever had. And that’s what’s so concerning,
during these early periods we were overfishing and the stock was low and then all of a sudden, the stock
turns around and starts getting more and more biomass and now we are so close to that line of overfishing
to have such a huge reduction doesn’t make sense. Why do we need this 40% reduction? Staff responded the
preliminary reductions are based on a combination of things, but one of them is folks want that high level of
biomass, so we wanted to take reductions that will keep it there. Also, effort has increased a lot and our
ability to control effort is limited. So, for a combination of those reasons, we wanted to recommend measures
that are more cautions, that keeps spawning stock biomass at levels that the public enjoy. That’s not unique
to NC as you mentioned earlier. Newman said that we are not accounting for effort, we are simply shifting
harvest to discards. Removals are staying about the same. For the commercial sector there is a breaking point
where we can’t operate if harvest gets so low. For the recreational sector harvest is not that big of a deal. We
are losing fish houses, and every time just cut harvest and shift everything to discards. And we are not even
looking reducing discards or discard mortality. We never touch the catch-and-release fishing sector.
Winslow asks when the last catch-and-release mortality was done. Staff responded for NC it was 2002. But
the results were pretty consistent with other studies, including more recent studies. We have seen ranges
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from 5%-15% or 20%. Dunbar said my bottom line is I’'m like this man over here been fishing for 40 plus
years. We’ve had good years, and we’ve had bad years, but right now we’ve never seen more speckled trout
than right now. I wish there was something we could do to help some of these stocks, but there’s nothing
you can do. Mother nature is going to have her way. There are more fish in the sounds now than I’ve seen
in my life. We just caught 125,000 pounds of flounder in just a few days. Three or four days. That’s a lot of
flounder. And the red drum they are running rampant. We’ve protected them for 20 years. There are a lot of
wolves running around out there eating all the little rabbits. The croakers have shown back up, the big
croakers. The fish are going to come and go in cycles and not much you can do about it.

The chair closed the discussion and since there was no quorum no motion could be made. She turned the
floor over to Jesse for some updates and questions about the next meeting preferences. Jesse informed the
AC the next scheduled meeting is in January which will be about the oyster/clam FMP. Do you have any
preferences about when that meeting should occur in January or December, especially since we are trying to
have it in person? So, if you have a preference let us know. Just email or call me. Newman said the South
Atlantic meets in December so probably January will be better.

The meeting was adjourned at 7:41.
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Sept. 27, 2024

MEMORANDUM

TO: Marine Fisheries Commission
Southern Regional Advisory Committee

FROM: Chris Stewart, Biologist Supervisor
Tina Moore, Southern District Manager
Fisheries Management Section

SUBJECT:  Meeting of the Marine Fisheries Commission’s Southern Regional Advisory Committee,
Sept. 25, 2024, to have conversation between the Division and the Advisory Committee
on options available in the Blue Crab FMP through the Adaptive Management framework
adopted in Amendment 3

The Marine Fisheries Commission’s (MFC) Southern Regional Advisory Committee (AC) held a meeting
on Sept. 25, 2024, at the Department of Environmental Quality Wilmington Regional Office, Wilmington,
North Carolina and via webinar. AC members could attend in either setting and communicate with other
committee members. Public comment was received in-person and the meeting was streamed to the public
not in attendance via YouTube.

The following Advisory Committee members were in attendance: Fred Scharf, Jeremy Skinner, Pam Morris, Ken
Siegler, Sam Boyce, Tom Smith (Absent — Tim Wilson, Michael Yates, Jason Fowler, Jeff Harrell, and Truby
Proctor)

Division of Marine Fisheries (DMF) Staff: Chris Stewart, Tina Moore, Jason Rock, Dan Zapf, McLean
Seward, Robert Corbett, Garland Yopp, Ashley Bishop, Debbie Manley, Jessie Bissette, Brandi Salmon,
Charlton Godwin

Public: Glen Skinner, Ronnie Williams. There were 9 viewers on You Tube.
The Southern Regional AC had six members present at the start of the meeting and a quorum was met.

Southern Regional AC Chair Fred Scharf called the meeting to order at 6:00 p.m. The Chair opened the floor
for the AC members and DMF staff to provide introductions.

APPROVAL OF THE AGENDA AND APPROVAL OF THE MINUTES
Jessie Bissette indicated that the AC would not be voting to approve the minutes from the Apr. 10, 2024

meeting. On Aug. 6, 2024, the NC Court of Appeals found that for a quorum to be met, members must
physically attend meetings to cast votes. Members attending virtually can still participate in meetings;
however, they cannot vote on action items. While this case was from a ruling involving the Anson Co.
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Sherrif’s Department, this will impact votes cast by members attending virtually tonight. The AC will vote
on the approval of the Apr. 10, 2024 minutes at the next meeting (Oct. 9, 2024). We are working with legal
and the Department of Justice now to determine if virtual votes are valid, particularly if one of the virtual
votes is a deciding vote. Jessie asked that members attend the next meeting in person. Fifty percent of the
members plus one or six people must be present for a quorum for the Southern Advisory Committee. Right
now, it’s looking like the virtual votes will not count. Tom Smith noted that is the way it works for a
committee he sits on at the county level. Jessie noted this meeting is to share ideas and there are no planned
action items at this meeting requiring a vote.

PRESENTATION OF BLUE CRAB FMP AMENDMENT 3 ADAPTIVE MANAGEMENT
POTENTIAL OPTIONS

Robert Corbett, lead biologist for blue crab, presented a brief history of blue crab management in North
Carolina, the 2023 stock assessment update, and the adaptive management framework. In 2023, the division
began updating the 2018 benchmark stock assessment with data through 2022. Results of the model update
indicate trends in estimated recruitment, female spawner abundance, and fishing mortality were similar to
the benchmark assessment; however, the maximum sustainable yield-based reference points used to
determine stock status for both female spawner abundance and fishing mortality both drastically changed
with the expanded time series. Due to the magnitude of the change in reference points, the division
requested an external review of the updated stock assessment which was completed in December 2023. The
reviewers identified concerns with model specifications and results. They strongly recommended resolving
these issues before basing management decisions on assessment results. Suggestions provided by reviewers
can only be incorporated through a new benchmark stock assessment. Given concerns with the updated
assessment, identified by the division and external peer reviewers, the division does not recommend using
results of the 2023 stock assessment update to inform management decisions.

The original North Carolina Blue Crab FMP was adopted in December 1998 and Amendment 1 was adopted
in December 2004. Following Amendment 1 was Amendment 2, which was adopted in November 2013.
The Amendment 2 adaptive management framework relied on annual updates to the Traffic Light Stock
Assessment which provided information on the relative condition of the blue crab stock. The traffic light
stock assessment gets its name by assigning a color (red, yellow or green) to data trends in comparison to
established reference points. Based on results of the traffic light assessment updated with 2015 data,
management action was required by the MFC. To improve the condition of the blue crab stock, the MFC
adopted management measures via Amendment 2 adaptive management and incorporated them in the May
2016 revision to Amendment 2. A comprehensive review of the Blue Crab FMP was originally scheduled
to begin in July 2018, but at their August 2016 business meeting, the MFC voted to begin review
immediately to assess the status of the blue crab stock and identify more comprehensive management
strategies.

A benchmark stock assessment was completed and approved for management use in March 2018. This
assessment included data from 1995-2016 and concluded the stock was overfished and overfishing was
occurring. The stock assessment projections indicated a harvest reduction of 0.4% was needed to end
overfishing and a harvest reduction of 2.2% was projected to achieve sustainable harvest and rebuild the
blue crab spawning stock within 10 years of the date of plan adoption with a 50% probability of success of
meeting the statuary requirement. Based on assessment results and projections, the division encouraged the
MEFC to consider a reduction of at least 5.9% which was projected to reduce fishing mortality to a level
close to the fishing mortality target and have a 90% probability of achieving sustainable harvest. In
November 2019, the MFC voted for preferred management measures projected to result in a 3.7% harvest
reduction with a 50% - 67% probability of success. However, at the following meeting in February 2020
the MFC changed their preferred measures lowering the projected harvest reduction to 2.4% with only a
50% chance of achieving sustainable harvest in 10 years, which is only slightly higher than the statutory
required minimum of 2.2%.
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Adoption of Amendment 3 also included the Adaptive Management framework and established specific
steps to be taken once an updated stock assessment was completed. If the stock is overfished and/or
overfishing is occurring or it is not projected to meet the sustainability requirements, then management
measures may be adjusted using the director’s proclamation authority. For management to move forward,
the adaptative management framework requires management measures must be quantifiable. The
framework also specifies the division will consult with the MFC Northern, Southern and
Shellfish/Crustacean ACs prior to new management measures being approved by the MFC. Upon
evaluation by the division, if a management measure adopted to achieve sustainable harvest is not working
as intended, then it may be revised or removed and replaced as needed. While we do not have an updated
stock assessment that can be used for management purposes, and are unlikely to for some time, there is
substantial data suggesting management measures adopted in Amendment 3 are not working as intended
and need to be revised using the Amendment 3 adaptive management.

McLean Seward next gave a presentation on recruitment and spawning stock biomass trends from the recent
stock assessment update. Both the estimated number of recruits within the stock and spawner abundance
indicate steady declines over the last decade. The update also indicated that fishing mortality has remained
relatively unchanged since adoption of Amendment 3 management measures in 2020. Next, Seward
presented data from the division’s Pamlico Sound Survey (P195), showing continued declines or continued
low abundance through 2022 for males and females of both life stages there have been continued, with
some of the lowest values in the time series being in recent years. Data from the division’s Juvenile Trawl
Survey (P120) also indicate a decline in male and female recruits with the last few years being the lowest
on record. Declines in the annual commercial landings appear to track with juvenile and adult indices of
abundance. Commercial landings of all blue crabs have been in decline since the record high of 67 million
pounds in 1996. In 2022, the harvest level dropped to the lowest in the time series. In addition to declining
harvest levels, participation and number of trips has also declined in recent years.

Seward further noted other states along the Atlantic coast have observed similar declines in their
commercial landings. In January 2023, the South Carolina Department of Natural Resources released a
status report for the South Carolina blue crab fishery. The report concluded the South Carolina blue crab
stock has been in decline for nearly two decades and provided recommendations to prevent overharvesting,
gradually reduce fishing pressure, prevent overexploitation, and strengthen enforcement capabilities. In the
Chesapeake Bay, although the blue crab stock is not depleted and overfishing is not occurring, juvenile
abundance remains low. Precautionary management, focusing on protecting mature females and juveniles,
has been recommended for the Chesapeake Bay stock and a benchmark stock assessment has begun to
better understand the population.

All available information suggests the blue crab stock has continued to decline since adoption of
Amendment 3 management measures back in February 2020. Amendment 3 implemented management
measures which were projected to result in minimal harvest reductions with minimal probability of success.
Since adoption of Amendment 3, commercial landings have continued to decline to historic lows. And
despite low commercial landings, the stock assessment update indicates fishing mortality has not decreased.
Abundance of all blue crab life stages as indicated from fishery independent surveys, are at historic lows.
Specifically, recruitment has been at historic lows, which means we just don’t have new crabs coming into
this population to replace what we are harvesting. New management that is more substantial than what was
adopted in Amendment 3 needs to be developed to reverse the declines we’ve observed.

Ken Siegler noted the last Blue Crab AC asked that a pot study be conducted. He further noted that a trawl
survey doesn’t work for crabs. Staff indicated there is a lack of funds. Morris noted that the annual blue
crab commercial landings is not useful due the drop of participants and the additional regulations that have
been in place which impact landings. Scharf asked about the summary table of potential management
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options. It notes staff has reached out to stakeholders, and asked if there has been stakeholder engagement
outside of the AC. Corbett said many options have been brought up in the past and staff has reached out to
people at fish houses and many of these options are ones that have come out of those conversations.

Boyce noted that in Amendment 3, the target was to reduce landings by 2.2%. He asked if the assessment
can’t be used, is there a statutory requirement saying we must implement a certain reduction. Corbett noted
that not without a usable assessment, we need to increase the reduction to address stock concerns. Dan Zapf
added the landings went down, but likely not due to management measures. Seigler noted that everyone is
quitting. Morris added crabs are an annual crop, you don’t need that many crabs and she disagreed with
additional management. Boyce noted that Chesapeake Bay is having a similar issue. Seigler said the other
states tried regulations to prohibit harvest of female crabs and it didn’t work. Morris noted that it didn’t
work due to the nature of crabs and where they lay their eggs. The males are not there. Morris asked what
the division was doing about predation, we should increase red drum and striped bass landings so less are
eating blue crabs. Corbett again noted adaptive management requires measures be quantifiable. Morris
added the only thing we can quantify is how regulations impact humans. Scharf added what’s obvious is
that what we are doing is not working. The stock has been declining the last 20 years.

Seigler asked what the relationship between female crab abundance and recruitment is. Zapf explained the
crab life history and there is a poor relationship, as many factors can limit recruitment. Staff noted that they
can spawn up to seven times. We would hope to see more recruitment if we protected the females. Smith
noted that the MFC went with a 50% probability of success, and it didn’t work. We need to pick options
with a higher probability of success. Every time we pick the minimum, it gets us nowhere, it has happened
for multiple species. Seigler disagreed and noted that VA had no harvest of female crabs, and they are still
in the same situation as us and the states to the south. Morris again noted that predation was the problem as
well as water quality. Smith said water quality issues were outside of DMF’s control. Boyce remarked if
we always select 50%, half of our plans should be working. Seigler and Morris didn’t agree with the results
of the assessment and noted it was not what they were seeing in their pots.

Seigler noted again limiting sponge crabs has been tried by other states and doesn’t work. I have an issue
with a 10-day soak period where people run 150 pots. The success of the spawners is something we can
focus on. The pinfish are eating all the eggs if they are in the pot that long. If we could have a three-day
soak period. You get good fresh crabs with high survivability. The longer the female crab stays in the pot;
she will drop all her eggs. Corbett said we currently have a 5-day soak period. Many complain about weak
markets; thus, they need to let them soak longer. Seigler noted that every day a crab sits in the pot she is
losing weight and that the current regulations for sponge crabs don’t align with the 30-day black and brown
sponge life stage. Noting if you extended the black and brown into May, it would give the female crabs the
opportunity successfully spawn.

Seigler said he disagreed on limiting the harvest of the sponge crabs, noting that other states didn’t see the
benefits. Morris noted sponge crabs are mainly on the east side of Core Sound because the water has higher
salinity. The larger male crabs are in the brackish water on the western side. The Central AC voted on the
regulations the way we did because at the time we felt like it was going against our crabbers. We don’t have
as many male crabs on the east side. Staff noted that everyone fishes different in each region. Seigler added
that in the southern region, it is totally different here. I’ve found brown sponge crabs far up the creeks.
Corbett noted that may be due to the salt wedge. Thus, the division has sampling stations higher up rivers
to account for this.

Morris noted crabbers in New Bern have strings of 400 pots and fished up to 2,000 pots, fishing different
strings on different days. There used to be a lot of bad blood between the crabbers and shrimp trawlers, but
nobody is fishing. Now there are hardly any pots. It’s not the same effort that it was 20 years ago. Staff
noted that technology is better and people still fish 1,200-1,600 pots. Noting that catch per unit effort should
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be increasing but it’s not. Corbett asked if there was anything that could done economically. Can we get
more people involved, and are there any efficiencies? Morris noted people are fishing and making money,
but they are having to do other things to supplement their income. There is a lot of overhead, nobody is
getting into it. It’s expensive. Those with the lager strings of pots are boats with families of three or more
putting all their money in one pot.

Morris asked about crab trawling for hard crabs and peelers. In Core Sound crabs shed out first on the east
side, we are still able to make good money. The soft crab trawl is prosecuted in shallow water. It’s not like
hard crab fishing. They get good money for those first crabs. They go across the sound and get green-line
shedders because they shed out later. I used to crab for hard crabs. It’s done at a similar time. It was an

in- between fishery; in between sink netting in the winter and shrimping in the spring. We used to catch
conchs (whelks) and it was just as good money. Staff indicated that the division looked at the hard and soft
crab trawl fisheries. We have seen an uptick in trawling as well as an uptick in conflict in areas where
potting and trawling overlap. Morris noted that trawlers fishing for soft crabs are fishing in a different place.
The hard crab trawling occurs in December, mostly the end of February. They emerge out of the mud in
March. Corbett noted that many fishermen were using trawls because they were not coming out of the mud
and not potting. Morris added you can’t catch them in the mud.

COLLABORATIVE CONVERSATION BETWEEN THE DIVISION, ADVISORY COMMITTEE,
AND THE PUBLIC

Glenn Skinner, Executive Director of the North Carolina Fisheries Association, in the 1950s and 60s there
wasn’t too much crabbing and then there was a big jump in landings. What caused this? I think the decline
in the landings is part of a larger cycle, the decline we are seeing is just part of the cycle and we will see an
uptick eventually. We see this with other fisheries as well. Corbett noted the markets were different, and
their value was low, thus effort was low. The peeler fishery has changed over the years as their value has
increased, now more trips are occurring. Skinner noted the sponge regulations were put in place following
the decline, it didn’t work, and it was later dropped, and the crabs came back. I’'m not opposed to
management. Zapf noted that historically not much has been done over the years. Morris said in the 1950s
something was done, and it was done away with. Jason Rock indicated that the sponge crab harvest
regulations were dropped when the spawning sanctuaries were implemented. Since their creation they have
been modified over the years with the different amendments. In 2000, a study evaluating spawning
sanctuaries found that just as many female crabs were caught outside of the sanctuaries as inside; therefore,
indicating that we needed to expand the sanctuaries which we have done over the years. Skinner noted that
his family didn’t think the sponge crab regulations did anything. We don’t want to catch the last crab
regardless of what you heard last night. If you go from the 1990s to the 1960s, you must look at it holistically.
Have the other states seen similar declines and rebounds? Has it happened elsewhere and is it
environmentally driven? Seigler noted you have to have east winds to have crabs. Rock noted there have
been studies that show that environmental changes affect recruitment. The reality is that we still must figure
out what to do considering the changes. Morris added why do anything, you are not going to get the last
crab. It’s not the effort, it’s happening anyway no matter how many people fish. We must look at predation
by red drum. When the red drum restrictions came the decline blue crabs started happening.

Ronnie Williams, commercial fisherman and fish house owner, noted that there is a blue catfish problem in
the Cape Fear River however there is no market. While I do catch some blue catfish and sell in my market,
the ones I catch they are full of crabs. The USDA regulations really impacted the wild caught catfish.
Everything must now go through USDA plants. I can’t cut a catfish currently. Corbett noted that the
regulations were pushed through by federal government and that not all processing plants can meet the
guidelines. Morris asked how blue catfish got here. Staff indicated they were introduced, and they have
taken over our waters.
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Bissette noted at last night’s AC meeting we heard many crabbers had to take lay days due to the markets
and asked if any options would benefit the markets and still get reductions. Morris noted that crabs demand
top dollar so there isn’t much you need to do. The lack of picking houses has impacted the landings. In
Davis, the biggest crab picking plant is gone, but they are still making crab cakes. But it’s not local caught
crabs they are using. Staff noted the division wants to work with the industry. We hear it’s supply and
demand, but why is the cost still so high per bushel. The money doesn’t appear to be going back to the
fishery. Morris indicated the crab market is much like shrimp, in 2004 the price of shrimp didn’t change
when fuel prices went up. Carteret Catch is trying to address this, but it is difficult, many restaurants are
selling things as local when they aren’t. There is also a shortage of people who locally process seafood.

Jeremy Skinner asked about how the division collected the P120 data. Seward described the trawl and
survey design. Glenn Skinner noted that what the division used was not a crab trawl, a shrimp trawl rides
off the bottom and is ineffective at catching crabs. We need a designated crab survey. Skinner said there is
a need to address the issues with the stock assessment and collect better data. He further added that crab
abundance can change quickly and often; however, it’s hard to discuss and debate what needs to be done
when I don’t fish for crabs anymore. You really need to hear from the people who are in it, some people
are having to take lay days because there are so many crabs, it’s hard to understand how things are as bad
as the assessment says they are. Seigler noted gulf stream doesn’t seem to bring the sargassum and the small
crabs in like it used to.

Scharf asked if there is any other options the AC wanted to see and asked staff if the matter was coming
back to the AC? Staff indicated that it would be brought back later; however, the division was looking for
additional input prior to developing the options any further. Seigler noted that for black and brown sponge
crabs there are two different time frames that need to be accounted for. Noting that it is the end of April in
the southern part of the state and end of May for the northern. Staff noted that the current sponge brown-
black crab moratorium could be examined regionally; however, enforcement can be an issue when things
are based on color. The brown-black sponge crab period is short and typically only is al0-day period.
Seigler noted that the gestation period is about six weeks long from start to finish, and he would like to
keep the black and brown sponge moratorium but look at regionally. Like you said, it’s a 10-day spawning
period, but if she is in a pot, the pinfish are picking the sponges apart and it won’t matter.

Morris asked about what committees this was going to. Staff indicated that it was part of Amendment 3,
and it doesn’t require a full amendment or FMP AC. Adaptive management doesn’t require a stock
assessment but requires consultation with certain regional and standing ACs based on the measures chosen.
Corbett again noted that only quantifiable measures will be considered. Non quantifiable measures can only
be put in place with another amendment. Bissette noted the division wanted input early. Even if we don’t
have the Blue Crab AC together, it doesn’t mean we aren’t getting public input; thus, these meetings.

Regarding non-quantifiable measures, Glenn Skinner noted that he had a conversation with Steve Poland
the former section chief about an invasive species FMP. Invasive species keep coming up, could invasive
species FMP be developed to control them to ensure the viability of economically important species?
Corbett said there is an invasive species task force that a collaboration of several agencies to address this
issue. For blue catfish, it’s a coastwide issue. The Chesapeake Bay is working on a plan, and if successful
we would like to mirror it. One of the issues with blue catfish is, there is a lack of market for them. So,
there is not much incentive for fishermen to fish for them. Other states have problems with blue catfish
populations, and they can flood the market and sell catfish cheaper due to lower shipping cost. The USDA
certification is another hoop for fishermen to jump through. Virginia has looked at electrofishing, but it
doesn’t seem like it has an impact. Other grants have been given to fish processing plants, but the value is
just not there. Some people like trophy catfish, so it’s difficult to manage for all users. In the Albemarle,
trotlines are a good method for catching catfish, but the market still dictates the effort. Staff noted USDA
certification was put in place federally to combat cheap imported catfish flooding the market. Virginia and
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Maryland law makers are working to change the certification to not include wild caught catfish. The
certification is being evaluated as we speak to help support local fishers. Skinner noted that the NCFA has
been working with the NC Farm Bureau to address the USDA regulations.

ISSUES FROM AC MEMBERS
No issues were provided by the AC.

Bissette noted that a blue crab pot survey would take a lot of funding and support. He further noted that
people need to talk to the legislators about getting more funding to the division to address needs such as
this. Seigler indicated that he was under the impression that the survey was in Amendment 3 as approved
by the MFC. Jason Rock noted that it was not part of the amendment, but we have put in a request and have
put together a sampling design and cost estimates. We will need funding and new staff, it’s more than just
putting pots in the water. Morris noted she was frustrated that every time a model gets updated, things
appear to decline. She asked that the old models be reevaluated in addition to better indices.

Bissette noted the AC will be discussing spotted seatrout management at the Oct. 9, 2024 meeting. This
will be an in-person meeting and will be held at the Wilmington Regional Office.

Pam Morris motioned to adjourn, seconded by Samuel Boyce. The meeting ended at 8:49 p.m.
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MEMORANDUM

TO: Marine Fisheries Commission
Southern Regional Advisory Committee

FROM: Chris Stewart, Biologist Supervisor
Tina Moore, Southern District Manager
Fisheries Management Section

SUBJECT:  Meeting of the Marine Fisheries Commission’s Southern Regional Advisory Committee,
Oct 9, 2024, to provide recommendations for the Spotted Seatrout Fishery Management
Plan Amendment 1

The Marine Fisheries Commission’s (MFC) Southern Regional Advisory Committee (AC) held a meeting
on Oct. 9, 2024, at the Department of Environmental Quality Wilmington Regional Office, Wilmington,
North Carolina and via webinar. AC members could attend in either setting and communicate with other
committee members. Public comment was received in-person and the meeting was streamed to the public
not in attendance via YouTube.

The following Advisory Committee members were in attendance: Fred Scharf, Jeremy Skinner, Pam Morris, Ken
Siegler, Sam Boyce, Tom Smith, Jason Fowler (Absent — Tim Wilson, Michael Yates, Jeff Harrell and Truby

Proctor)

Division of Marine Fisheries (DMF) Staff: Kathy Rawls, Lucas Pensinger, Melinda Lambert, Jason Parker,
Chris Stewart, Tina Moore, Jason Rock, Dan Zapf, Garland Yopp, Hope Wade, Jesse Bissette, Jeff Dobbs

Public: Glenn Skinner. There were 28 viewers on You Tube.
MFC Members: Sammy Corbett, William Service
The Southern Regional AC had seven members present at the start of the meeting and a quorum was met.

Southern Regional AC Chair Fred Scharf called the meeting to order at 6:00 p.m. The Chair opened the floor
for the AC members and DMF staff to provide introductions.

APPROVAL OF THE AGENDA AND APPROVAL OF THE MINUTES

A motion was made to approve the agenda by Tom Smith. Second by Jason Fowler. The motion
passed without objection.
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A motion was made to approve minutes from April 10, 2024 by Jason Fowler. Second by Tom
Smith. The motion passed without objection.

PRESENTATION ON THE DRAFT SPOTTED SEATROUT FISHERY MANAGEMENT PLAN
AMENDMENT 1

Staff started the presentation with a timeline of the FMP process and asked that the AC give their
recommendations to send to the MFC for the draft Spotted Seatrout Fishery Management Plan (FMP). Staff
will present the standing and regional ACs’ recommendations at the November MFC meeting. The MFC
will select its preferred management options at its November meeting and then vote on final adoption of
Amendment 1 in February 2025. The goal of Amendment 1 is to manage the Spotted Seatrout fishery to
maintain a self-sustaining population that provides sustainable harvest based on science-based decision-
making processes. Since current management was fully put in place in 2012, recreational harvest has
accounted for about 86% of total harvest and commercial harvest has accounted for about 14%. Landings
in both sectors are variable, but recreational landings have generally increased throughout the time series
with periods of low harvest in both sectors following cold stuns. Landings in both sectors dramatically
increased in 2019 and remained high through 2022. However, recreational landings decreased sharply in
2023. Commercial landings also decreased in 2023 although that drop was not as steep as what we see
recreationally. Approximately 70% of recreational harvest occurs in the peak October-February season. A
similar pattern is seen for the commercial sector; however, landings can extend into the winter months.
Historically anchored gills nets landed most of the commercial catch; however, in recent years runaround
gill nets land most of the fish.

The last stock assessment indicated spawning stock biomass (SSB) was well above the threshold; thus, the
stock is not overfished. However, fishing mortality (¥) or the rate at which fish are removed due to fishing,
was above the maximum ratio (F/Fay, ratio = 1) in the terminal year indicating that overfishing was
occurring. To keep spotted seatrout biomass at levels that support the fishery we have seen in recent years,
we need to end overfishing by reducing fishing mortality. The options presented today are intended to
benefit the stock and end overfishing. The first issue paper looks at characterizing the small mesh gill net
fishery for spotted seatrout, the predominate gear used to harvest the species commercially. This paper
examines mesh size restrictions and trip and yardage limits. The next issue paper is the sustainable harvest
issue paper. Management measures discussed in this issue paper are quantifiable and projected to meet the
required reduction in spotted seatrout harvest based on the terminal year of that stock assessment. At least
a 19.9% harvest reduction is required to meet the fishing mortality or F threshold, while a 53.9% harvest
reduction is needed to reach the F' target. Harvest reductions in the issue paper are based on harvest from
2019 to 2022. Management measures that reduce harvest so that /' falls somewhere in between the threshold
and target need to be somewhere between 19.9% and 53.9% to achieve the highest probability of SSB
staying above the target.

To achieve the reductions needed to end overfishing, options include size limits, season closures, bag/trip
limits, stop net management, combinations of measures, and adaptive management. Staff then reviewed
supplemental options that would benefit the population but could not be quantified, which include vessel
limits, effort controls, gear requirements, tournament restrictions, and commercial hook and line harvest.
Staff next discussed how adaptive management could be used to address cold stuns. Currently the Director
can close the spotted seatrout fishery by Proclamation through June 15 in the event of a severe cold stun
which allows surviving fish a chance to spawn before being subject to harvest. The issue paper discusses
additional management options on top of the seasonal closure through June 15. Management measures that
could be adjusted through cold stun adaptive management specifically include temporary measures like
extended season closures, reduced bag and trip limits, and size limits. The cold stun adaptive management
process would start with the Division evaluating the cold stun by analyzing water temperatures, reviewing
cold stun reports, and using onsite data collected by Division staff. It would also include analysis of fishery
independent data looking at indices of abundance and length frequencies. If a cold stun was deemed
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especially severe, then the Director can implement temporary management measures using adaptive
management.

The preliminary DMF management recommendation to end overfishing is for a January through February
statewide harvest closure for both sectors, a 14- to 20-inch recreational slot limit with an allowance for one
fish over 26-inches, a 3 fish recreational bag limit, and a commercial harvest closure from 11:59 p.m. Friday
to 12:01 a.m. Tuesday, October through December. This mirrors the fall weekend closures recently adopted
in Amendment 2 of the Striped Mullet FMP. Additionally, the preliminary Division management
recommendation is for no changes to the quota in the Bogue Banks stop net fishery, but to formalize the
management of that fishery in Amendment 1. And finally, the preliminary Division recommendation is to
adopt the adaptive management framework to allow the Division to respond more quickly to ensure
sustainability goals are met. The preliminary recommendations would result in a recreational harvest
reduction of just over 1.3 million pounds or 39.5% while commercial harvest would be reduced by about
228 thousand pounds or 40.2%. This would combine to a total harvest reduction of 39.6%. When we look
at the breakdown of each sector’s contribution to the total harvest reduction, we see that it aligns almost
exactly with the proportion of total harvest (85% recreational, 15% commercial), making these reductions
equitable. The preliminary Division recommendation in Appendix 3 is to eliminate the captain/crew
allowance for spotted seatrout. This idea had some support from the for-hire industry and would stop the
practice of harvesting multiple captain/crew limits in a day. The preliminary Division recommendation for
Cold Stun Management is to extend the harvest closure in the event of a severe cold stun through June 30
and adopting the cold stun adaptive management framework. Extending the closure through June 30
protects spotted seatrout that survive the cold stun through the entire peak in spawning. The adaptive
management framework allows the Division flexibility in responding to an exceptionally bad cold stun.

Scharf opened the meeting for clarifying questions regarding the presentation and stock status. Fred asked
about the current regulations (i.e., four fish bag limit, 14 in minimum size limit, closure after cold stun until
June 15) and asked if the DMF recommendation is to extend the cold stun closure for two weeks. Staff
indicated that was correct. Siegler noted they will spawn Aug. into Sept. Smith asked if 39% reduction
would keep spawning stock biomass at the target. Staff noted that it would and explained it would be
between the black and purple lines in the figure shown; however, the fishing mortality rate would need to
be calculated. Siegler asked if a 15-inch size limit was looked at. Pensinger noted it was as well as slot
limits. At the workshop, there was some support for a slot even though it may be unrealistic as it would be
very tight and would only reduce the catch by a tenth of a percent. Siegler expressed his concerns with
discards. Pensinger noted that while the bigger fish do contribute more to the stock, there are not as many
of them and fewer landed. Further noting that there is limited research on fecundity. Scharf asked if all the
combinations included a trophy fish option and asked how much it contributed to the reductions. Staff noted
it was not very much; about 0.5%. Siegler cited the need to protect fish in every age group. Boyce asked
how long it takes for a fish to grow to 26 inches. Pensinger noted about 3-20 years. Scharf added that it is
probably about six years on average, and it depends on diet, location, among other factors. Boyce asked if
all three options had a trophy fish as part of the three fish bag limit. Staff indicated that they did.

Siegler noted that a robust mortality study is needed for the stock assessment. In 2008, 88% discards were
sub legal fish and noted that the 14-inch size limit has created more discards. Sigler asked what percent of
released fish that are sub legal die. Staff noted that MRIP only documents if the fish was harvested or
released and it doesn’t identify if it was because it was over bag limit or undersized. Siegler noted that most
of the mortality is coming from fish under 14 inches. Pensinger noted that the Jeff Gearheart study didn’t
find that size was a factor, but they did include it as a co-variate in their model. What was significant was
deep hook or injuries. About 10% of fish fell under that condition. There was a range of mortality rates
found in published literature, but the mortality rate used in the assessment came from the NC study. Siegler
added that when the spikes are schooled up, anglers can catch 75-100 fish, so it has to be a problem. Most
releases are below 14 inches. The stresses on a 24 inch and 12-inch spike are different from what I have
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seen. Smith noted water temperature had a lot to do with mortality if I recall. Staff noted that for spotted
sea trout, water temperature was a significant source of mortality. However, in a Sea Grant gill net study,
water temperature did have a significant impact on striped bass, not spotted seatrout. Smith noted that cooler
water should help when the fishery is really seeing a lot of effort. Pensinger noted that this type of data is
difficult to get and that MRIP and the carcass collection program doesn’t see the fish that get released.
Boyce noted one of the goals was outreach and interjurisdictional cooperation and didn’t see any of that in
the plan. Further citing he has seen literature about hook type, but no promotion of not fishing on spikes.
Pensinger noted that this is promoted via the ethical angling program. Boyce again noted that ethical angling
needs to be included in the plan.

Scharf asked for clarification why slot limits are so prevalent in the management options provided. Was
there a lot of support for this? Pensinger replied that there was. Scharf asked about option 5.e and noted
that it achieved a 30% reduction, 5.j adds a slot and it goes up to 39.5%. This really illustrates how much
the slot can do. Pensinger noted the public support for the trophy fish allowance (one fish >26 inches) as
many people wanted an opportunity to break the state record. Scharf noted that allowing one fish over 26
appeared to be insignificant. Pensinger noted that it was, so it was dropped and that most of the reductions
came from the slot limit. He added that the bag limit helped with escapement. Siegler asked how the Jan.-
Feb. closure would work with the NCWRC rules related to non-game fish? Pensinger noted there should
be enough lead time to get the rules adjusted. Boyce noted that during striped bass season, you will run into
some spotted seatrout particularly in Brunswick Co. and that it could be an issue. Scharf also noted that
could be an issue in New River as well.

Morris noted that the spotted sea trout stock assessments have been shaky for a while. It was overfished, in
one, another said it was never overfished, etc. How confident are you with your assessment? Your figure,
that projects out to 2035 how confident are you? Staff noted that the 2008/2009 assessment assigned some
of the mortality to natural winter mortality. In the current assessment, winter mortality was allowed to be
variable which is more realistic and found higher natural mortality (M) in cold stun years. Pensinger noted
that it was a better model, and he is more confident but noted that the projections always have assumptions,
and the conditions don’t always happen the way we want. Recruitment varies, there will be cold stuns,
hurricanes, etc. It gives a good snapshot of the fishery. Morris asked why more restrictions were needed for
the commercial side when all the mortality is coming from the recreational fishery. She further noted that
gill nets let the little fish through. Pensinger noted that the commercial landings from 2018 to 2019
increased over 100% and that the percentage of the reductions are based on the proportion of the landings
taken by each sector. He further noted that in the division’s gill net study, smaller fish are rarely caught,
and it would take a very small range of mesh sizes to have a commercial slot limit. Smith noted a slot would
not work for commercial sector. Morris concluded that we need to do the right thing for both sides. Bissette
noted that people focus on the harvest reductions too much, and that we don’t always get the reductions
that we need. Thus, it may be best to focus on the options that are more preferable than others. While you
must look at the reductions, we need to look at the totality of the options and how it would impact how each
sector fishes. While 40% is a lot, we need to look at the options as a whole. Siegler noted that with flounder,
the commercial sector caught 70% of the landings while the recreational sector caught 30%; nothing
stopped the recreational sector from catching as much as the commercial sector. If you would have left it
alone and have no allocation, everyone could catch what they needed. What happened to flounder will
happen with spotted seatrout. You are creating conflict. Smith added that public perception is always an
issue and if it doesn’t appear to be equitable, it creates a problem.

Siegler noted that in 2013, the Finfish AC recommend that fishermen be allowed two limits per fishermen
on one boat with a single set of gear. Noting that it was safer to have two people on board. We would be
taking gear out of the water, while still allowing each to catch their limits. He further added that the NCMFC
approved it 9-0 to go in the next FMP. I didn’t see anything about in this FMP. Morris noted how the current
regulation came in rule, noting that while that was discussed for a 25 fish trip limit, ultimately a 75 fish

State of North Carolina | Division of Marine Fisheries
3441 Arendell Street | P.O.Box 769 | Morehead City, North Carolina 28557
252-515-5500

4



limit was agreed upon. Siegler again cited that if two trip limits were allowed on one boat with one
complement of gear, it would get gear out of the water. Scharf next opened the floor to public comment.

PUBLIC COMMENT

Glenn Skinner, Executive Director NC Fisheries Association, asked for clarification about the target
spawning stock biomass (SSB) projections shown in the Appendix 2. Skinner noted that at 50% probability
(blue line in figure), it looks like if we keep fishing at this rate for the next 11 years, the stock will not be
overfished because we will not hit the threshold. Pensinger noted that the figure is solely for the target and
not the threshold, adding a different chart would have to be made for the threshold. He added the y-axis is
the probability of staying above the target SSB and explained what each of the color-coded lines meant in
relation to the target SSB level. He further noted that the purple line would get SSB where it needs to be
for the target and that a lot of assumptions would have to be met. Scharf noted that the projections can’t be
used in the other direction. Pensinger added that going higher than the purple line, would lead to a higher
probability of ending overfishing, thus keeping people happy with the biomass. He noted the 50%
probability is not coming into play as we are not trying to rebuild the stock, we are just trying to end
overfishing. Siegler asked why project past two years. Pensinger noted that we must look long term and
keep SSB above the target. There are a lot of fish available, and we want to keep SSB above the target, thus
keeping people happy. Scharf added that there are statutory requirements, nothing says the preferred
management measures can’t go over the target.

Skinner also noted that he had concerns with stock assessment, it is hard for the industry to get past an
assessment that changes so much. SSB keeps changing. Overfishing occurred, then it didn’t, etc. There is
so much uncertainty with recreational data and it’s going to change again. There is reason for us to doubt
SSB and F, because they have changed drastically. We saw the same issues with southern flounder and
striped mullet. We can’t take harsh reduction with so much uncertainty. I don’t see how you can overfish a
stock in one year. We can’t support management that doesn’t address recreational dead discards. You are
just turning harvest into dead discards. Skinner next asked about the MRIP FES estimates. Scharf went over
how some of the federal councils have dealt with the uncertainty and how the bias could not just be in one
direction. The messaging went out too early before we knew what was going on, making some people think
the bias went in one direction. At this point there is no way to determine which direction the bias goes until
the comprehensive review of the FES is complete. He further added that with the spotted seatrout
assessment the impact of cold stuns was not incorporated in the first assessment and a compressive study
was done using tagging data to determine quantitative impact; thus, things changed. The current assessment
does a much better job incorporating this data. The models keep advancing but can be frustrating for all
involved. Skinner noted that a 40-50% harvest reduction is huge especially when a slight degree of
uncertainty can lead to where we are today. We need to use two years, not just the last year. Scharf added
that the impact of the last year of an assessment (terminal) is downgraded because a three-year average is
used. Skinner added that nobody knows what is happening with these stocks. With all the model changes,
new inputs, etc., it’s hard to determine if we achieved anything.

VOTE TO RECOMMEND MANAGEMENT OPTIONS TO THE DRAFT SPOTTED SEATROUT
FISHERY MANAGEMENT PLAN AMENDMENT 1 FOR MFC CONSIDERATION

Motion by Tom Smith to recommend option 5.i in Appendix 2 of the draft Spotted Seatrout Fishery
Management Plan Amendment 1 for the recreational fishery (Jan-Feb closure, 3 fish bag limit, 14-
20” slot limit with 1 fish over 26”). Second by Sam Boyce. Motion passes 5-0-2.

Scharf called for a discussion on the motion and asked if the spotted seatrout workgroup supported the
DMEF approach. Jeremy Skinner noted that at the spotted seatrout AC meeting this option was a lesser of
evils and said there were a lot of different opinions. Siegler noted that the slot limit seemed narrow and was

State of North Carolina | Division of Marine Fisheries
3441 Arendell Street | P.O.Box 769 | Morehead City, North Carolina 28557
252-515-5500

5



concerned with discards. Smith noted it was a 39.5% recreational reduction; however, since the recreational
fishery is the biggest user group they must do their part. Adding while it’s hard to quantify discards, it’s the
right thing to do and the MFC makes final decision. Boyce noted that a lot of people are already throwing
back fish over 20 inches. Smith noted that the slot allows people to keep fish that are eating size and that
discards will happen if fishing is occurring. Some people will still fish on undersize trout, and you can’t
stop that unfortunately. Morris added that they grow fast and have lots of babies, so it’s not an issue. Siegler
again disagreed with a slot.

Motion by Tom Smith to recommend extending the closure to June 30™ following a severe cold stun.
Second by Sam Boyce. Motion passed passes 7-0.

Siegler said he would like a 10% bycatch allowance during the cold stun closures like had been done in the
past. Pensinger noted that there was not an allowance for keeping fish when the fishery was closed.
Pensinger noted that at one point there was an allowance, and the people could collect cold stunned fish,
but currently when it’s closed its closed. He added that we are still operating under the original FMP with
supplement measures, it should still be no allowance. Morris noted that if it’s there, it’s still there. Staff
indicated that if it’s there, it will continue. The question was called.

Motion by Tom Smith to recommend option 1.b in Appendix 3 of the draft Spotted Seatrout Fishery
Management Plan Amendment 1 (eliminate the captain/crew allowance in the recreational spotted
seatrout fishery). Second by Fred Scharf. Motion passes 7-0.

Morris asked what the spotted seatrout workgroup had to say about eliminating the captain and crew
allowance. Skinner noted they weren’t against it. Smith said, individuals should only be able to catch their
limit and not someone else’s, it’s only fair.

Motion by Fred Scharf to recommend adopting the adaptive management framework for sustainable
harvest in Appendix 2 (option 7) and the adaptive management framework for cold stun management
in Appendix 4 of the draft Spotted Seatrout Fishery Management Plan Amendment 1 (option 4).
Second by Jason Fowler. Motion passed 4-0-3.

Scharf explained the adaptive management allows for more flexibility between plans to address emerging
issues. Adding that the division can’t add new things, but only tweak existing measures. Moore noted that
adaptive management allows specific management to be quickly implemented via proclamation as needed
to react to stock concerns that meet the variable conditions described in the FMP and in rule. Input from
the public is also considered in the process it’s not just the will of the Division or the MFC. Morris indicated
that she has not been satisfied with adaptive management. Moore asked Motris to give an example of recent
times where it didn’t work. Siegler indicated he didn’t think it worked for the striped mullet fishery. Morris
said with the blue crab plan. Moore asked if the dissatisfaction was with the plan or the management
between plans. Morris noted that three to five years is not very long to wait between plans and adaptive
management really is not needed. Fowler added it just allows you to change things before the next plan.
Siegler again noted his dissatisfaction with how adaptive management was used for the striped mullet FMP.
Staff clarified how adaptive management is used. Smith noted that adaptive management has been approved
for several species recently and that flexibility is need. Siegler noted the original process of looking at it
every five years allows you to see how changes impacted the fishery. You never see how the changes
impacted the fishery. Scharf added that you can’t account for human behavior. You can look at effort and
removal rates and see what modifications are needed after the first year. It’s not just the director, it’s also
the MFC. Pensinger noted that we do not make changes without input. Moore gave the example of how
adaptive management was used to implement diamond back terrapin excluders in the Masonboro Sound
area following some research that was done in collaboration with UNCW and a local fisherman. Adaptive
management helped to balance the needs with the fishermen and reduce diamond back terrapin catches in
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pots. This allowed closure windows to be developed. It required input form Shellfish/Crustacean AC and
the MFC for the areas.

Motion by Sam Boyce to recommend adopting option 1.a from Appendix 2 of the draft Spotted
Seatrout Fishery Management Plan Amendment 1 (no change to commercial size limit). Second by
Tom Smith. Motion passed 7-0.

Siegler indicated that he would like to allow two allowance (75 fish) on one vessel with one gear limit.
Scharf indicated that the DMF position was for status quo on the commercial bag limit.

Motion by Ken Siegler to recommend allowing one vessel with one set of gear with two commercially
licensed individuals on board to possess two commercial trip limits of spotted seatrout. Second by
Jeremy Skinner. Motion passed 7-0.

Scharf noted that this would make things more efficient. Morris added there would be less discards and is
like what is allowed for clams and oysters. Siegler noted it would take gear out of the water. Smith indicated
if it was one set of gear, then he was good with the motion. Moore noted that a similar allowance is done
for flounder pound nets. Morris noted that there should be less discards. Smith then asked that a motion be
made to close the commercial season while the recreational season was closed. Pensinger indicated that the
DMF recommendation is a statewide closure for both sectors.

Motion by Tom Smith to close the commercial spotted seatrout fishery in January and February to
match the recreational closure period. Second by Fred Scharf. Motion passes 4-3.

Smith indicated that he didn’t want to address trip limits at this time. Morris asked what the commercial
harvest was during this time. Pensinger indicated it was approximately 20% of the harvest. Siegler added
you will see the fish when it ices over. Morris noted that it would be closed due to a cold stun so it wouldn’t
matter. Skinner indicated that he didn’t agree with the recommendation because it’s about the only thing
you can fish for during that time of the year. Siegler asked if the DMF position also mirrored the mullet
closure. He also added that a lot of other fisheries would be closed as well. Fowler read the difference
between the motion on the floor and the DMF recommendation. Smith noted that his motion was just for
the Jan. and Feb. closures. Skinner noted that he didn’t want any of it regardless. Scharf asked if most of
the reductions were coming from this time. Pensinger noted that about half of the commercial reductions
were from Jan. and Feb. closure, the other half is from the weekend closure. The division was concerned
with recoupment and thus wanted to match the mullet closure. Spotted seatrout don’t leave the system like
mullet, spotted seatrout will aggregate and more susceptible to harvest. Mullet will leave the system. Siegler
noted that when the fish move to inland waters there will be an issue with WRC, especially when mullet
fishing. He added that you are going to catch a few trout and red drum while fishing for mullet. Scharf
noted that he is not an advocate for weekend closures because people change behavior, so it doesn’t work.
Scharf added that this will get at least half of the commercial reductions that are needed. Siegler again noted
that it’s the only fish around. Pensinger noted that the commercial season closure alone accounted for a
21% harvest reduction and that it meets the statue to end overfishing. Morris said there isn’t any overfishing
to address. Fowler asked about the stop net fishery. Pensinger noted that fishery is monitored using a quota
and they have not met that in years. What the DMF recommends is to formalize the MOU in the FMP and
not change anything.

Motion by Ken Siegler to recommend option 4.a in Appendix 2 of the draft Spotted Seatrout Fishery
Management Plan Amendment 1 [4,595 Ib stop net season quota with terms and conditions of stop
net fishery and responsibilities of the stop net crew outlined in Memorandum of Agreement (MOA)].
Seconded by Pam Morris. Motion passes 3-2-2.
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Staff indicated that it eliminates the needed to track down people to get the signatures needed for the MOA
and makes issuing the proclamation easier. Nothing changes, it only formalizes the process. Pensinger noted
that only one person fishes the fishery, and he agrees with the recommendation. Siegler later objected to
the need to formalize MOA, stating that if it is working currently why change it? Scharf called the question.

ISSUES FROM AC MEMBERS

Bissette indicate at the next meeting the AC will be discussing the Oyster and Clam FMPs in Jan. He asked
if there was any interest in having the meeting in Dec. since we need to meet in person. Some members
indicated they had a lot going on in Dec. Scharf noted it may be best to have it in Morehead City since most
members live near there. Bissette indicated that the meeting will remain scheduled for Jan. for now. Smith
asked what happened at the Aug. MFC meeting. Bissette noted a presentation on the draft options of the
Spotted Seatrout Amendment 1 was given, an update on blue crab, as well as rule making updates. He noted
that blue crab was coming back to the AC in April. The MFC also voted to request the Secretary to reopen
the Southern Flounder FMP; however, the DMF has not heard back from Sectary’s office. Scharf indicated
that while he would be stepping down from the AC, he will attend the Jan. meeting.

Pam Morris motioned to adjourn, seconded by Samuel Boyce. The meeting ended at 8:58 p.m.
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MEMORANDUM

TO: Marine Fisheries Commission
Shellfish Crustacean Standing Advisory Committee

FROM: Tina Moore, Southern District Manager
Fisheries Management Section

SUBJECT: Meeting of the Marine Fisheries Commission’s Shellfish Crustacean Standing Advisory
Committee, Sept. 26, 2024, to have conversation between the Division and the Advisory
Committee on options available in the Blue Crab FMP through the Adaptive
Management framework adopted in Amendment 3

The Marine Fisheries Commission’s (MFC) Shellfish Crustacean Standing Advisory Committee (AC) held
a meeting on Sept. 26, 2024, at the Division of Marine Fisheries (DMF) Central District Office, Morehead
City, North Carolina and via webinar. AC members could attend in either setting to communicate with other
committee members. Public comment was received in-person and the meeting was streamed to the public
not in attendance via YouTube.

The following Advisory Committee members were in attendance: Mike Blanton, Mike Marshall, Lauren Burch,
Ryan Bethea

Online: Ted Wilgis, Tim Willis, Michael Hardison (Absent —Mary Sue Hamann, Jim Hardin, Bruce Morris, Brian
Shepard)

Division of Marine Fisheries (DMF) Staff: Tina Moore, Jason Rock, Dan Zapf, McLean Seward, Robert
Corbett, Daniel Ipock, Hope Wade, Jessie Bissette, Brandi Salmon, Alan Bianchi, Brooke Anderson

Public: None. There were two viewers on You Tube.
The Shellfish Crustacean AC had six members present at the start of the meeting and a quorum was met.

Shellfish Crustacean Standing AC Chair Mike Blanton called the meeting to order at 6:00 p.m. Chair
Blanton said there will be no votes today and will be discussing adaptive management of blue crab.

APPROVAL OF THE AGENDA AND APPROVAL OF THE MINUTES

Jessie Bissette indicated that the AC would not be voting to approve the minutes from the Apr. 11, 2024
meeting. On Aug. 6, 2024, the NC Court of Appeals found that for a quorum to be met, members must
physically attend meetings to cast votes. Members attending virtually can still participate in meetings;

State of North Carolina | Division of Marine Fisheries
3441 Arendell Street | P.O.Box 769 | Morehead City, North Carolina 28557
252-515-5500



however, they cannot vote on action items. While this case was from a ruling involving the Anson Co.
Sherrif’s Department, this will impact votes cast by members attending virtually tonight. The AC will vote
on the approval of the Apr. 11, 2024 minutes at the next meeting. We are working with legal and the
Department of Justice now to determine if virtual votes are valid, particularly if one of the virtual votes is a
deciding vote. Jessie asked that members attend the next meeting in person. Fifty percent of the members
plus one or six people must be present for a quorum for the Shellfish Crustacean Advisory Committee.

Tim Willis expressed many boards do virtual meetings and votes. Lauren Burch asked for clarification on
what is a quorum. Bissette said fifty percent of the members plus one or six people must be present for a
quorum for the Shellfish Crustacean Advisory Committee. Right now, it’s looking like the virtual votes will
not count. Blanton said this meeting is to share ideas and there are no planned action items at this meeting
requiring a vote and a couple of members are participating virtually.

PRESENTATION OF BLUE CRAB FMP AMENDMENT 3 ADAPTIVE MANAGEMENT
POTENTIAL OPTIONS

Robert Corbett, lead biologist for blue crab, presented a brief history of blue crab management in North
Carolina, the 2023 stock assessment update, and the adaptive management framework. In 2023, the division
began updating the 2018 benchmark stock assessment with data through 2022. Results of the model update
indicate trends in estimated recruitment, female spawner abundance, and fishing mortality were similar to
the benchmark assessment; however, the maximum sustainable yield-based reference points used to
determine stock status for both female spawner abundance and fishing mortality both drastically changed
with the expanded time series. Due to the magnitude of the change in reference points, the division
requested an external review of the updated stock assessment which was completed in December 2023. The
reviewers identified concerns with model specifications and results. They strongly recommended resolving
these issues before basing management decisions on assessment results. Suggestions provided by reviewers
can only be incorporated through a new benchmark stock assessment. Given concerns with the updated
assessment, identified by the division and external peer reviewers, the division does not recommend using
results of the 2023 stock assessment update to inform management decisions.

The original North Carolina Blue Crab FMP was adopted in December 1998 and Amendment 1 was adopted
in December 2004. Following Amendment 1 was Amendment 2, which was adopted in November 2013.
The Amendment 2 adaptive management framework relied on annual updates to the Traffic Light Stock
Assessment which provided information on the relative condition of the blue crab stock. The traffic light
stock assessment gets its name by assigning a color (red, yellow or green) to data trends in comparison to
established reference points. Based on results of the traffic light assessment updated with 2015 data,
management action was required by the MFC. To improve the condition of the blue crab stock, the MFC
adopted management measures via Amendment 2 adaptive management and incorporated them in the May
2016 revision to Amendment 2. A comprehensive review of the Blue Crab FMP was originally scheduled
to begin in July 2018, but at their August 2016 business meeting, the MFC voted to begin review
immediately to assess the status of the blue crab stock and identify more comprehensive management
strategies.

A benchmark stock assessment was completed and approved for management use in March 2018. This
assessment included data from 1995-2016 and concluded the stock was overfished and overfishing was
occurring. The stock assessment projections indicated a harvest reduction of 0.4% was needed to end
overfishing and a harvest reduction of 2.2% was projected to achieve sustainable harvest and rebuild the
blue crab spawning stock within 10 years of the date of plan adoption with a 50% probability of success of
meeting the statuary requirement. Based on assessment results and projections, the division encouraged the
MEFC to consider a reduction of at least 5.9% which was projected to reduce fishing mortality to a level
close to the fishing mortality target and have a 90% probability of achieving sustainable harvest. In
November 2019, the MFC voted for preferred management measures projected to result in a 3.7% harvest
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reduction with a 50% - 67% probability of success. However, at the following meeting in February 2020
the MFC changed their preferred measures lowering the projected harvest reduction to 2.4% with only a
50% chance of achieving sustainable harvest in 10 years, which is only slightly higher than the statutory
required minimum of 2.2%.

Adoption of Amendment 3 also included the Adaptive Management framework and established specific
steps to be taken once an updated stock assessment was completed. If the stock is overfished and/or
overfishing is occurring or it is not projected to meet the sustainability requirements, then management
measures may be adjusted using the director’s proclamation authority. For management to move forward,
the adaptative management framework requires management measures must be quantifiable. The
framework also specifies the division will consult with the MFC Northern, Southern and
Shellfish/Crustacean ACs prior to new management measures being approved by the MFC. Upon
evaluation by the division, if a management measure adopted to achieve sustainable harvest is not working
as intended, then it may be revised or removed and replaced as needed. While we do not have an updated
stock assessment that can be used for management purposes, and are unlikely to for some time, there is
substantial data suggesting management measures adopted in Amendment 3 are not working as intended
and need to be revised using the Amendment 3 adaptive management.

McLean Seward next gave a presentation on recruitment and spawning stock biomass trends from the recent
stock assessment update. Both the estimated number of recruits within the stock and spawner abundance
indicate steady declines over the last decade. The update also indicated that fishing mortality has remained
relatively unchanged since adoption of Amendment 3 management measures in 2020. Next, Seward
presented data from the division’s Pamlico Sound Survey (P195), showing continued declines or continued
low abundance through 2022 for males and females of both life stages there have been continued,with some
of the lowest values in the time series being in recent years. Data from the division’s Juvenile Trawl Survey
(P120) also indicates a decline in male and female recruits with the last few years being the lowest on
record. Declines in the annual commercial landings appear to track with juvenile and adult indices of
abundance. Commercial landings of all blue crabs have been in decline since the record high of 67 million
pounds in 1996. In 2022, the harvest level dropped to the lowest in the time series. In addition to declining
harvest levels, participation and number of trips has also declined in recent years.

Seward further noted other states along the Atlantic coast have observed similar declines in their
commercial landings. In January 2023, the South Carolina Department of Natural Resources released a
status report for the South Carolina blue crab fishery. The report concluded the South Carolina blue crab
stock has been in decline for nearly two decades and provided recommendations to prevent overharvesting,
gradually reduce fishing pressure, prevent overexploitation, and strengthen enforcement capabilities. In the
Chesapeake Bay, although the blue crab stock is not depleted and overfishing is not occurring, juvenile
abundance remains low. Precautionary management, focusing on protecting mature females and juveniles,
has been recommended for the Chesapeake Bay stock and a benchmark stock assessment has begun to
better understand the population.

All available information suggests the blue crab stock has continued to decline since adoption of
Amendment 3 management measures back in February 2020. Amendment 3 implemented management
measures which were projected to result in minimal harvest reductions with minimal probability of success.
Since adoption of Amendment 3, commercial landings have continued to decline to historic lows. And
despite low commercial landings, the stock assessment update indicates fishing mortality has not decreased.
Abundance of all blue crab life stages as indicated from fishery independent surveys, are at historic lows.
Specifically, recruitment has been at historic lows, which means we just don’t have new crabs coming into
this population to replace what we are harvesting. New management that is more substantial than what was
adopted in Amendment 3 needs to be developed to reverse the declines we’ve observed.
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COLLABORATIVE CONVERSATION BETWEEN THE DIVISION. ADVISORY COMMITTEE,
AND THE PUBLIC

There was no public in attendance to provide comment. Willis requested more information on the 2023
stock assessment update and why the model statistics were different and could not be used for management.
Corbett reiterated the MSY reference points changed drastically between the original assessment and update
but the trends in the data did not. Willis asked if other statistics were used to look at trends to get some
predictability. Corbett said timing has been an issue with losing the last stock assessment scientist at DMF
just after the blue crab update came out. Also, external reviewers suggested, and division staff agree, the
only fix would be a completely new benchmark assessment. Willis noted in 2020 areas were closed to
crabbing and asked if there were any positive changes in those areas. Corbett said the trends are statewide
and not to the specific areas, the inlet sanctuaries. Dan Zapf explained the coastal inlets prevent disturbance
where blue crabs spawn with the idea to produce more juveniles and we have not seen any increase in
juvenile abundance in our independent sampling. Willis said with less people crabbing, something else is
going on with blue crabs. Bissette said the stock assessment scientist provided the report to the MFC in
May with more detail and will send to the group for further background.

Ryan Bethea said with the decline in trips and crabbers what do they think could contribute to declining
stock? Corbett said it could be environmental factors or disease, we don’t know and have a limited
toolbox on what we can do in fisheries management. Blanton said that just because there are less crabbers
doesn’t mean they will catch more crabs (i.e., CPUE won’t increase with less crabbers, it’s way more
complex since it’s passive gear and includes bait). Blanton said you have to be careful when looking at
CPUE and needs to be investigated more. Corbett noted CPUE is difficult to use with dependent
sampling, but independent sampling is another piece of data for looking at trends. DMF has independent
sampling since the 1970s and we see all-time low in the current years.

Burch asked what the concerns were from the external reviewers. Corbett indicated the juvenile estuarine
trawl survey that was adapted for the blue crab survey. Burch asked if the model used in 2023 was the
same model as the benchmark model. Zapf indicated the 2016 model was peer-reviewed and cleared to
use. The latest update was the same assessment, we just added data, the trends were the same but
reference points changed to the point where it appeared the stock was always overfished and overfishing
was always occurring. But we couldn’t identify the reason why that occurred. The advice gained from
reviewers of the updated stock assessment would have been big changes to model and would require
whole new benchmark stock assessment. Given the trends seen in the stock it was decided to move
forward with adaptive management. Burch then asked if we go to same locations every year to get data.
Zapf indicated some surveys (P120 — Juvenile Estuarine Trawl Survey) go to same locations every year
whereas other surveys are random stations (P195 — Pamlico Sound Survey). Burch was concerned
because crab abundance depends on salinity and locations change each year, crabs are going to move.
Burch said they can’t keep adding restrictions to the fishery based on poor data. Confidence intervals are
really small.

Burch asked if landings are included in the model? Zapf indicated that landings are included in model. If
that goes down and less are removed from population that could be good if population can rebuild itself
but that’s not what we are seeing in the independent data. Corbett indicated that environmental conditions
go into assessment model as well. Burch asked if we have started throwing out outliers. Corbett indicated
that the model already picked out outliers, including related to environmental factors. Burch indicates that
catch is not reduced at her dock, she’s seen bigger crabs. Corbett clarified that now is the time to provide
recommendations and talk about options and pros and cons at this point. Tina Moore asked Burch where
she crabs because there could be regional variability. Burch said Currituck and Albemarle but goes where
crabs are, said salinity is a big thing.
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Bethea asked what impacts recruitment and larvae, predation? Corbett said a wide range of items impact
recruitment - environmental factors, predation, SAV habitat requirements, disease, water quality. We are
at all-time low of recruitment. Corbett said the MFC basically chose the minimum requirement with only
a 50% likelihood of rebuilding the stock (basically flipping a coin).

Blanton asked for summary of other AC meetings. Corbett said we heard similar comments at the other
ACs and during one-on-one conversations with crabbers trends varied by region. We discussed the
options in the decision document and they noted options they could live with and others not so much.
Market influences were also noted. We heard from some to look at hard versus soft shelled trawling and
regional closures. Regional closures were a concern because of shifts in effort.

Burch said a spring closure would hurt industry and economy. The availability of crabs in other states
influences NC landings and their value. Burch questioned whether this would be quantifiable, Corbett
said it would be. Burch said a lot of people make a good part of their money during that spring season.
Burch said in 2010 study that they didn’t find much clutch damage. Corbett said certain groups (eastern
part of state) would be hurt with sponge crab closure.

Bethea asked what measures excite DMF? Corbett said nothing excites him and wished we weren’t here.
Corbett said we need the biggest bang for our buck, less harsh on industry but most reductive for getting
higher recruits. Bethea asked if there was a measure that he thought would be most effective? Corbett said
we are at the initial phase and he doesn’t have numbers here and wants this conversation to guide us so
they can get those numbers.

Burch asked if recruits were biggest problem. Corbett confirmed. Bethea said Chesapeake Bay, York
Harbor, Florida showed ocean acidification is a big impact and asked if that was a problem in NC. Corbett
said there’s nothing we can do about that. Moore said it’s a global phenomenon. Corbett said a great thing
about blue crab is that you can identify sex and maturity so can customize management by life history.
Burch said just because it’s easy to put a number on it doesn’t mean it’s the right approach. Corbett said if
there’s a time the market is flooded we can try to use limits to take the pressure off the crabs when they
are not worth as much to the industry. Burch said that wouldn’t be doable. Burch said a spring closure
would be when price per unit is higher. Corbett asked if she recommends a fall closure and Burch said she
recommends no closure. Burch recommended a peeler size limit, maybe 2 inches. Blanton recommended
no peeler size limit because of the effort to measure them; peelers are a small part of fishery, but very
economically important (as well as soft crabs), said he’s completely against it and wouldn’t give stock
rebuilding advantage. Said small peelers can have a market and are used for bait. Corbett stated there are
markets for small peelers for bait. Blanton agreed but again are a very small part of the fishery, the
window of opportunity for peelers is 30-45 days and gives the fishermen the push they need economically
to get through the year. Only a little amount of effort needed for a higher value product. The peelers will
not rebuild the stock, we do not need regulations on peelers. Bissette said this is exactly what we want
from these meetings. Corbett reiterated that through adaptive management process all measures must be
quantifiable.

Blanton asked for more in-depth presentation on how fishery operates north to south in NC, there may be
economic benefits to consider as well; provide an overview of the crab life cycle and fishery. More
information on trawls and how long the gear is effective. How crabs pot at different life stages. What do
crabs eat, when do they reproduce, when do the sea turtles show up. They eat up the crabs in the pots,
what happens next. They sponge out, they shed, they turn into peelers, then the jimmies show up. The
small jimmies show up, the females shed off, the crabs harden up and start catching up everything. The
females swim back to the beach. Then a second blast after the peak of the hot water. The jimmies find
shelter, but the DO drops, then the crabbers start looking. After the water hits the right temperature, they
shed again. The females shed in the fall, but there are so many jimmies. They are not hungry, they don’t
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pot. The female’s stage until the next spring. Not everybody knows this. We need to look at this to inform
management measures. Let’s showcase the lifecycle and how crabbers pursue the crabs. Blanton said the
public and committees need to understand the dynamics to form segmented management that wouldn’t be
hard on everybody at one time. He said it would be nice to have a room full of crabbers but they will keep
crabbing. Blanton said he’s not going to make any specific recommendations today but we need to take a
look at places in fishery that would have limited participation or impact on industry but biggest impact on
population/recruitment. Moore asked where she thinks that is in Albemarle? Blanton said in the fall
during heavy female run where price is low. Blanton noted if there needs to be reduction to look in the
fall; you won’t see crabs in pots in the north until last week of February. Corbett said this is a good point
because when looking into extending the closure to February 15 it probably wouldn’t lead to an actual
reduction. Blanton and Burch both indicated the early season has biggest financial gain for crabbers and
early season closures would not work because it would take a lot away from crabbers financially but not
that many crabs caught. Moore asked what a high value is for female crabs? Blanton said $80-$100 per
basket for females, $40-$60 is normal, and typically it is $10-20 per basket of females once the market is
flooded. Blanton said bait quality has gone down but bait price has doubled and crab price has gone
down. Some people are paying $30-$40 a flat for catfish heads to use as bait in the pots. And we no
longer get big menhaden so handling more smaller menhaden to re-bait takes more time than just one big
one.

Ted Wilgis said other states are dealing with low crab populations as well. He asked what weight do those
populations play on our decisions? Corbett said that trends are the same in other states so helps validate
our data/results. Bethea asked are females that come out first hungrier? Blanton said there may be years
when pregnant females don’t go into the mud. Corbett said knowing that females are usually sold at lower
price, should we focus our research on management measures into protecting female crabs given that they
would help recruitment? Burch said there’s already a 5-inch limit on females, we don’t catch many
females in our area. Corbett said it could be bushel limits, area limit, etc. Corbett asked for clarity if
wanting to find measures with highest impact on population but lowest impact on fishery means doing
measures that would have lower crabber impact but spread out to everyone in fishery or doing measures
that may have higher impact on crabbers but on smaller portion of crabbers. Blanton reiterated advantage
of being able to identify sex and there’s a portion of fishery good at targeting females that other crabbers
can’t get to because you have to chase them as they move. Blanton said if a crabber hasn’t made their
money by Labor Day, they aren’t really a crabber. Any crabs caught after Labor Day are bonus crabs to
help try to get more money, but bulk of the annual income for a crabber should be made between first
peelers and Labor Day. Crabbers feed a lot of crabs too in their baited pots, the smaller ones that can
move in and out of the pots. If you can manage in a unique way and distribute burden across fishery is the
better approach.

Corbett asked if we looked at female reduction in harvest, how would effort change? Do you think the
crabbers would shift to male crabs? Blanton said effort may shift slightly but not to the extent we would
predict. Need to determine daily baskets, 10-15? 80-100 dollars a basket is a good day of work. Depends
on crew size, smaller crews are better, why run 4-5 heads a boat. It will vary by the crabber and the
region. Less volume more money is the best approach. Don’t mess with junky white crabs. I don’t keep
white crabs. No dead crabs, volume is what some look for. Not me. Blanton said what’s sustainable to
state and resource is different than what’s sustainable to the fisher’s pocketbook and operation. Corbett
asked how bushel limit would affect crabbers when there are some that may not use bushels? Blanton and
Burch said it wouldn’t be a problem we cull every day. Blanton said NC is only state you can dump a pot
straight into a box without culling. Corbett said NC has some of the least restrictive harvest of blue crabs.
Burch asked if other states fisheries have rebounded with stricter management. Corbett said VA is not
overfished and overfishing is not occurring. Burch asked how big sponge crabbing is in NC. Corbett said
substantial in some locations. Blanton said unfortunately a handful of people will be impacted in very
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negative way; we don’t know the impact of being in pot on sponge crabs. They may drop their eggs when
potted up together. Bushel limit may not effectively manage sponge crabs if sponge is impacted.

Corbett said if were to set a bushel limit on females, there may be an effort shift to males, do we need to
set high limits on males to keep that effort shift and potential landings increase from occurring? Blanton
said males limit themselves because of energy expenditure and aren’t actively potting and pursuing food
as much, so landings won’t increase as much as effort might. As the females move to the inlets for the
winter, they need food, and they pot. The males don’t move and settle when it gets cold. They have
personality as they shed too, a Jimmy don’t care! Especially as he gets old. He doesn’t want to fight; the
rusty crabs just want to lay low. The market price is lower and fishing is less frequent.

Corbett asked if people would go to longer soak times if limits were in place? Burch said depending on
the amount of pots. Blanton said not less, but different. The longer they sit the dirtier they get with
sponge, moss, barnacles and the product is less valuable. Sometimes it just regulates itself. When crabber
are chasing females they are constantly moving their pots. Talk to buddies on where fishing is good.
Blanton said the crab population was a lot bigger in early days and crabbers didn’t have to be as good at
crabbing. Burch said it’s good that DMF is going to docks and meeting with people because crabbers
aren’t going to come to DMF. Burch asked for documents to be more geared toward public, in layman’s
terms, because it was hard to read. Blanton said asking every fisher what they would want to do, you’d
get a different answer every time. Corbett said that’s one of the reasons we go to the docks. Bissette said
Blanton would be fantastic for an outreach video on the crab fishery. Blanton said he's passionate about
crab fishing. “Crabbing with Blanton”. Corbett said he’s been reaching out to crabbers that have been in
the industry for a long time. Bissette told Burch that any suggestions she has for ways to communicate
these complex ideas to fishermen and public would be welcome and he can send AC members any
documents or information they need

Wilgis want to put emphasis on females and if there is any way to manage them that would be great if we
can do it without too much hardship. Corbett wanted to get ACs feedback on managing orange vs. brown
sponge crabs. Would they want to look at sponge crab as a whole or by color? Burch and Blanton said
they wouldn’t know how that would work with colors and don’t want to get into color management.
Blanton said sponge crabs are always a mess once they come out of crab pots. Either allow them to keep
or not keep, doesn’t understand management by color.

ISSUES FROM AC MEMBERS

No issues were provided by the AC. Bissette noted will be emailing the AC to schedule a potential meeting
in December rather than January to discuss the Oyster and Hard Clam amendments. Which will need to
occur in person due to the court of appeals issues. And at the next meeting the committee can approve the
April and September minutes. Blanton called meeting adjourned at 8:07 pm.

State of North Carolina | Division of Marine Fisheries
3441 Arendell Street | P.O.Box 769 | Morehead City, North Carolina 28557
252-515-5500

7



NC Marine Fisheries Commission

Director's Report
November 2024 Quarterly Business Meeting

Documents

Atlantic States Marine Fisheries
Commission Meeting Report

Mid-Atlantic Fishery Management
Council Meeting Summary Report

South Atlantic Fishery Management
Council Meeting Report

SAFMC Federal For-Hire Permit
Enforcement Review

Protected Resources Program Update
Documents


Jesse Bissette
Line


{//fﬂﬁ Atlantic States Marine

i =2 \z . . e .
N £ 4 W Fisheries Commission
\3 j}{/ )2/

%—ca ﬁ@y ASMFC 82" Annual Meeting

Sustainable and Cooperative Management of Atlantic Coastal Fisheries

ASMFC 82" Annual Meeting For more information, please
October 21 - 24, 2024 contact Toni Kerns, ISFMP,
Tina Berger, Communications

or the identified individual at

703.842.0740

Meeting Summaries, Press Releases and Motions

TABLE OF CONTENTS
ATLANTIC HERRING MANAGEMENT BOARD (OCTOBER 21, 2024) ......ccceeviiecinennnreeeeersssssssssssseeeesssssssssnnns

=L 1o BN YV 1 4T Lo [ VAU
1Y [ 4 Lo ¢ SRS

AMERICAN LOSBTER MANAGEMENT BOARD (OCTOBER 21, 2024) ......ccccettiiiiiiiiiiiinininininininisisnsssssssnsssnns

=X =] [=0e LY =R
=L 1o BN YV 1 4T Lo [ VPSRN
L7 o Lo ¢ K3

ATLANTIC COASTAL FISH HABITAT PARTNERSHIP STEERING COMMITTEE (OCTOBER 21 & 22, 2024)........
=L 1o BN YV 1 4T Lo [ VAN

ATLANTIC COASTAL COOPERATIVE STATISTICS PROGRAM COORDINATING COUNCIL
(OCTOBER 21, 2024) .....eveeeeeeeaeeeeeeseessestesssesssestassseseasestasssessasestasasessassstsssestassstsssessassstssnsessnssssssaseses

=L 1o BN YV 1 4T Lo [ VPSS
1Y [ 4 Lo ¢ SRS

HORSESHOE CRAB MANAGEMENT BOARD (OCTOBER 21, 2024) .........cccceiisiiiiiiisisisssssssssssssssssssssssnsnes

PrOSS REICGSE ..ottt ettt ettt e e et e e et e e e s et e e s et aaes s et es s et aaas s e e asassanaaassanananssananas
IMEETING SUIMIMIOIY ...ttt sttt sttt sttt ssssssstsssssssssnssnnsnnnnnnnns
1Y/ (o] 1 [0 o L3

SCIAENIDS MANAGEMENT BOARD (OCTOBER 22, 2024) ......cccoiiiiiiiiiiiinininissnsssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssns

PrESS REICGSE ..ottt e e ettt e e et e e e s et e s s et s e s s et e s s e e aaas s aaaaassasaanssabananssananss
IMEETLING SUIMIMIOIY ...ttt sttt sttt sttt sssssssssssssssssssnnnnnnnns 11
1Y/ 01 1 [0 RS 12



LAW ENFORCEMENT COMMITTEE (OCTOBER 22 & 23, 2024) .........cccoevinnnnnnnnnnninssssssssssssssssssnnes 12

LT Lo BN YV 1 4T Lo [ ARt 12
COASTAL PELAGICS MANAGEMENT BOARD (OCTOBER 22, 2024).....cccccuuiiiiimmnniciinnnniessennssessssnssssssssnnnes 14
LT 1o BN YV 1 4T Lo [ V2SNt 14
1Y Lo} Lo K3 RNt 16
AMERICAN EEL MANAGEMENT BOARD (OCTOBER 22, 2024) ....cc.ccotttuuiiiiinnniisinennniosssenssssssnssssssssnssssans 16
=L Lo BN YV 1 4T Lo [ VARt 16
177 Lo} Lo K3t 17
ATLANTIC MENHADEN MANAGEMENT BOARD (OCTOBER 22, 2024)......cccceuueeeimemnncerreennnceseennnessennnneeens 17
IMEETLING SUIMIMIOIY ...ttt sttt sttt sttt sttt sssssssssssssssssssnnnnnnnns 17
1Y Lo} [0 KPP PUUPRNE 18
EXECUTIVE COMMITTEE (OCTOBER 23, 2024) ....cccuuuiiiieunneereennnceeeennseseeensseessesnsssssssnssssssssnsssssssnnsssssssnns 18
IMEETLING SUIMIMIAIY ...ttt sttt sttt ssssss st sssssssssssssnsnnnnnnnns 18
1Y Lo [0 KU PP PPPPRNE 18
BUSINESS SESSION OF THE COMMISSION (OCTOBER 23, 2024) .....cccuuceieeenncireennnceerennnceseensseeessenssssssenns 18
IMEETLING SUIMIMIAIY ...ttt sttt sttt sssssssssssssssssssssssnsssnnnnnns 18
1Y Lo} [0 KPP PP PPUPRNt 19
SHAD AND RIVER HERRING MANAGEMENT BOARD (OCTOBER 23, 2024).....cccuceertrmncerrennnncreeennnceeeennnens 19
IMEETLING SUIMIMIAIY ...ttt sttt sttt sttt sttt ss st ssssssssnssssnnnsnnnnnns 19
1Y Lo} [0 KPP PP PPUPRTNt 20
HABITAT COMMITTEE (OCTOBER 23 & 24, 2024) ......ccccuuuiereeennceeeennnceeeennseessesnssesssenssssssssnssssssssnsssssssnns 20
IMEETING SUIMIMIAIY ...ttt sttt sttt sttt sssss st sssssssssssssnsnnnnnnnns 20
ATLANTIC STRIPED BASS MANAGEMENT BOARD (OCTOBER 23, 2024) .....cccccceiiiemnniinnnennnccnnennnssssssnnnssnns 21
XN A 1=d [0 kY -2 OO RSO SP 21
1Y Lo} [0 K3 SRRt 22
SPINY DOGFISH MANAGEMENT BOARD (OCTOBER 24, 2024)......ccccccitteueiiimennnicinnnnnssssennsssssssnssssssssnnnns 24
X a1=d [0 kY =3O ST 24
1Y Lo} [0 K3 SRRt 25
INTERSTATE FISHERIES MANAGEMENT PROGRAM (ISFMP) POLICY BOARD & MID-ATLANTIC FISHERY
MANAGEMENT COUNCIL (OCTOBER 24, 2024).....cccccciiitueiiiiinnniiiiennniisisenssiessssssssssssssssssssnssssssssnsssssssnns 25
IMEELING SUIMIMIQIY ....eeeeeeeeeeeee ettt e e e ettt et e e e e e e ettt taeeee e e e s e ttasnaaaaaaeesssassnaaassasessssssnnaneenaassnnes 25
1Y Lo} [0 K3 SRRt 26
SUMMER FLOUNDER, SCUP AND BLACK SEA BASS MANAGEMENT BOARD & MAFMC
(OCTOBER 24, 2024).....cciteuuiiiiennniiiinenniisiesnsesssesssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssnssssssssnssssssssssssssssnssssssssnsssssssnne 27
X a1=d [0 kY -2 OO RSP 27
1Y Lo} [0 K3 SRRt 28



ATLANTIC HERRING MANAGEMENT BOARD (OCTOBER 21, 2024)

Meeting Summary
The Atlantic Herring Management Board met to consider setting specifications for the 2025-2027
fishing years and to set quota periods for the 2025 Area 1A fishery.

In September 2024, the New England Fishery Management Council (NEFMC) voted on a 2025-2027
specifications package to be submitted to NOAA Fisheries for review and approval. NEFMC’s
recommended specifications are based on the 2024 Atlantic herring stock assessment and use the
Atlantic herring biomass-based control rule. NEFMC noted these specifications are very low, and the
2025 Annual Catch Limit (ACL) would be the lowest in the history of the FMP. In addition to the
specifications package, NEFMC also put forward two requests to NOAA Fisheries. First, the Council
requested an in-season adjustment to reduce the default 2025 specifications (currently in place) to the
new, lower specifications before the 2025 fishing year begins. Second, NEFMC also requested
nullification of the quota carryover from 2023 to 2025 given concern about the magnitude of those
carryover amounts relative to the very low quotas for 2025. The Board adopted the 2025-2027
specifications package as recommended by NEFMC, contingent on the final rule being published by
NOAA Fisheries.

The Board considered quota periods for the 2025 Area 1A fishery. Per Amendment 3 to the Interstate
Fishery Management Plan for Atlantic Herring, quota periods shall be determined annually for Area 1A.
The Board can consider distributing the Area 1A sub-ACL using bi-monthly, trimester, or seasonal quota
periods. The Board can also decide whether quota from January through May will be allocated later in
the fishing season, and underages may be rolled from one period to the next within the same year. For
the 2025 Area 1A fishery, the Board adopted a seasonal quota approach with 72.8% available June-
September and 27.2% available October-December with underages from June through September
rolled into the October through December period, if applicable. These 2025 quota periods are the
same as the quota periods implemented for the last five fishing years.

For more information, please contact Emilie Franke, Fishery Management Plan Coordinator, at
EFranke@asmfc.org.

Motions

Move to adopt the following specifications for the 2025-2027 fishing years for Atlantic herring as
recommended by the New England Fishery Management Council, contingent on the final rule being
published by NOAA Fisheries:

For 2025
e Annual Catch Limit (ACL) / Domestic Annual Harvest = 2,710 mt
e Area 1A Sub-ACL =783 mt
e Area 1B Sub-ACL=117 mt
e Area 2 Sub-ACL=753 mt
e Area 3 Sub-ACL=1,057 mt


mailto:EFranke@asmfc.org

For 2026 and 2027

e Annual Catch Limit (ACL) / Domestic Annual Harvest = 6,854 mt

e Area 1A Sub-ACL=1,981 mt

e Area 1B Sub-ACL = 295 mt

e Area 2 Sub-ACL =1,905 mt

e Area 3 Sub-ACL=2,673 mt

e For all three years

e Border Transfer = 0 mt each year

e Fixed Gear Set-Aside = 30 mt each year

e Research Set-Aside as a Percentage of Sub-ACLs = 0% each year
Motion made by Ms. Patterson and seconded by Mr. Hasbrouck. Motion passes (7 in favor, 1 opposed).
Roll Call: In favor — ME, NH, MA, RI, NY, NJ, NOAA Fisheries; Opposed — CT.

Move to implement seasonal distribution of quota for the 2025 Area 1A sub-ACL with 72.8%
available from June through September and 27.2% allocated from October through December, with
no landings prior to June 1, and for underages to be rolled over into the next quota period. The
fishery will close when 92% of the seasonal period’s quota has been projected to be harvested.
Motion made by Ms. Patterson and seconded by Mr. Kaelin. Motion carries with one abstention (NOAA
Fisheries).

AMERICAN LOSBTER MANAGEMENT BOARD (OCTOBER 21, 2024)

Press Release
American Lobster Board Approves Addendum XXXI
to Postpone Implementation of Addendum XXVII Measures

Annapolis, MD — The Commission’s American Lobster Management Board approved Addendum XXXI to
Amendment 3 to the Interstate Fishery Management Plan for American Lobster. The Addendum
postpones the implementation of certain measures from Addendum XXVII to July 1, 2025 to allow
Canada more time to consider implementing complementary management measures, as well as
reduce potential impacts to the US and Canadian lobster industries.

In October 2023, a series of changes to the current gauge and escape vent sizes in Lobster
Conservation Management Areas (LCMAs) 1 (Gulf of Maine), 3 (federal waters), and Outer Cape Cod
(OCC) were triggered based on observed changes in recruit abundance indices. Initially, these
measures were to be implemented in June 2024. However, in response to concerns raised by industry
and the State of Maine, the Board extended the implementation date to January 1, 2025 to allow the
Gulf of Maine states the opportunity to coordinate with Canada regarding possible trade implications,
and give the industry and gauge makers additional time to prepare for these changes.

In June 2024, US and Canadian lobster fishery managers and industry members met to discuss the
management structures and stock assessments of the two countries. Based on these discussions, the
Board determined that postponing implementation for an additional six months would allow further
consideration of complementary measures by Canada, as well as offset potential impacts to the lobster
industry that imports smaller lobster in the early part of the year.



Based on Addendum XXXI, the following measures will be implemented starting July 1, 2025:

e Measures under Section 3.1 of Addendum XXVII to create a common size limit and v-notch
definition for state-only and federal permit holders fishing in OCC

e Increases in the LCMA 1 minimum gauge and vent sizes, and decrease to the maximum gauge size
for LCMA 3 and OCC under Section 3.2 of Addendum XXVII

Addendum XXXI does not postpone regulations prohibiting the issuance of 10% additional trap tags in
Areas 1 and 3 above the trap limit or allocation; this provision will become effective January 1, 2025.
Addendum XXXI will be available on the Commission website, www.asmfc.org, on the American lobster
webpage by next week. For more information, please contact Caitlin Starks, Senior Fishery
Management Plan Coordinator, at cstarks@asmfc.org or 703.842.0740.
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Meeting Summary

In addition to approving Addendum XXXI, the Board received a stock assessment progress update, a
data update of American lobster stock indices, a report on the Fishery Management Plan (FMP) Review
for the 2023 Fishing Year, and discussed Addendum XXIX vessel tracking requirements.

The ongoing benchmark stock assessment is expected to be completed and presented to the Board in
October 2025. Two workshops have been held to review available data and discuss modeling methods.
An assessment workshop will be held in February to finalize the assessment models.

The Board reviewed the annual Data Update for American lobster stock indices, as recommended by
the 2020 stock assessment. The Data Update provides the Board with the most recent indices of
exploitable lobster stock abundance conditions so it can monitor changes in stock abundance between
assessments. Young-of-year (YOY) settlement indicators, trawl survey indicators, and ventless trap
survey abundance indices were updated with 2023 data, and compared to the stock assessment time
series. Since the last year of assessment data (2018), Gulf of Maine indicators for recruits and adults
continue to show declines from time series highs observed during the stock assessment, but YOY
indicators show some improvement. Georges Bank indicators show slight improvement since the stock
assessment, while Southern New England indicators show continued unfavorable conditions, with
most updated indicators at or near time series lows.

The Board approved the FMP Review and state compliance reports for American lobster and Jonah
crab for the 2023 fishing year, as well as de minimis status for Delaware, Maryland, and Virginia.
Additionally, it discussed the requirement of Addendum XXIX for federally-permitted vessels to use
tracking devices for the collection of spatial fishing effort data at all times. The Board acknowledges
privacy concerns from fishermen about tracking data being collected during personal non-fishing trips,
and is also considering law enforcement concerns about the difficulty of enforcing the regulations if
the devices could be turned on and off manually. The Board will continue to explore possible
modifications to the approved tracking devices and rules that could address these concerns while
minimizing data losses and enforcement challenges.

For more information, please contact Caitlin Starks, Senior Fishery Management Plan Coordinator at
cstarks@asmfc.org.
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Motions

Move to adopt Option B and approve Addendum XXXI, as modified today, to be effective
immediately

Motion made by Mr. McKiernan and seconded by Mr. Grout. Motion passes with one objection. Roll
Call: In favor — ME, NH, MA, RI, CT, NY, NJ, DE, MD, VA; Opposed — NOAA.

Move to approve the Lobster and Jonah Crab FMP Reviews for the 2023 fishing year, state

compliance reports, and de minimis status for DE, MD, and VA.
Motion made by Mr. Luisi and seconded by Mr. Train. Motion passes without opposition.

ATLANTIC COASTAL FISH HABITAT PARTNERSHIP STEERING COMMITTEE (October 21 & 22, 2024)

Meeting Summary

The ACFHP Steering Committee approved several key items, including the New England Fishery
Management Council membership application and the FY26 Project Funding Application. The
Committee also discussed an operations budget increase from $85,000 to $125,000, with an additional
$40,000 in coordination funding under consideration. Updates on Science & Data initiatives included
plans to inform guidance for seed-based submerged aquatic vegetation (i.e., eelgrass) restoration
techniques and develop related workshops. Two new work groups were created to engage with the
Federal Energy Regulatory Commission relicensing process for hydropower projects and updates to
State Wildlife Action Plans. Additionally, the Committee began developing the next 2025-2026 ACFHP
action plan to guide upcoming priorities. Guest speakers Jason Olive (USFWS), Alex McOwen (NOAA),
and Daniel Wieferich (USGS) contributed updates on National Fish Habitat Partnership (NFHP) activities
and insights on national habitat initiatives and opportunities for collaboration.

Project updates included progress on FY24 restoration efforts, such as the Maryland Coastal Bays Salt
Marsh Restoration project, which recently expanded its scope from 39 to 114 acres of wetland
restoration across two private properties, and the design and permitting for the Upper E.R. Collins Dam
Removal, opening 3 miles of the Pequest River in New Jersey. For FY25, ACFHP retained top-tier
funding status, securing approximately $300,000 for three projects: Cedar Grove Dam and No Name
Dam removals on the Pequest River, which will restore 57 miles of river habitat as part of a larger dam
removal initiative that includes the Upper and Lower E.R. Dams; and the Matanzas River Oyster Reef
Restoration in Florida, which will create 500 feet of living shoreline using innovative oyster arches. The
meeting also highlighted the new NFHP Project Accomplishment Map, now live on the NFHP website
(fishhabitat.org) , which showcases project successes and active initiatives across the 20 regional fish
habitat partnerships (FHPs).

For more information, please contact Simen Kaalstad, ACFHP Director, at skaalstad@asmfc.org.

ATLANTIC COASTAL COOPERATIVE STATISTICS PROGRAM COORDINATING COUNCIL (OCTOBER 21,
2024)

Meeting Summary

The ACCSP Coordinating Council met to consider the FY2025 Partner and administrative proposals.
The Council approved the ACCSP administrative grant and all three (3) maintenance proposals for
FY2025 ranked and recommended by the Advisory and Operations Committees. The Council also voted
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to fully support the top four ranked new proposals, with the additional support for the Maine halibut
sampling if funding allows. The Council noted appreciation to the Operations and Advisors on the work
done to rank proposals and provide thoughtful recommendations to utilize available funding.

The Council was presented an update of ACCSP program activities, including software development
timelines, status of 2024 action plan items, planning for 2025 ASMFC Action Plan, and the need for

more Advisors to be appointed by Council members.

For more information, please contact Geoff White, ACCSP Director, at geoff.white@accsp.org.

Motions
Move to approve the ACCSP Administrative Proposal.
Motion made by Ms. Salmon and seconded by Mr. Gary. Motion passes by unanimous approval.

Move to approve the three (3) Maintenance Proposals as recommended by the Operations and
Advisory Committees.
Motion made by Ms. Kennedy and seconded by Mr. Dyar. Motion passes by unanimous approval.

Move to approve the top four (4) ranking New Proposals, through the Maine Black Sea Bass project.
Motion made by Mr. Carmichael and seconded by Mr. Owens. Motion passes by unanimous consent.

Move that the Maine halibut proposal remain above the line to be funded if additional funding
become available.

Motion made by Mr. Keliher and seconded by Ms. Burgess. Motion approved by consent.

Move to approve Rene Zobel as Vice-chair of the ACCSP Coordinating Council
Motion made by Mr. Beal and seconded by Mr. McKiernan. Motion passes by consent.

HORSESHOE CRAB MANAGEMENT BOARD (OCTOBER 21, 2024)

Press Release
Horseshoe Crab Board Sets 2025 Specifications for Horseshoe Crabs of Delaware Bay-
Origin and Initiates Draft Addendum IX to Consider Multi-Year Specifications

Annapolis, MD — The Commission’s Horseshoe Crab Management Board approved harvest
specifications for horseshoe crabs of Delaware Bay-origin. Taking into consideration the output of the
Adaptative Resource Management (ARM) Framework, the Board set a harvest limit of 500,000 male
horseshoe crabs and zero female Delaware Bay-origin horseshoe crabs for the 2025 season.

The Board elected to maintain zero female horseshoe crab harvest for the 2025 season as a
conservative measure, considering continued public concern about the status of the red knot
population in the Delaware Bay. To make up for the lost harvest of larger female crabs, the Board
agreed to increase Maryland and Virginia’s male harvest quotas with an offset ratio of 2:1 males to
females. Using the allocation methodology established in Addendum VIII, the following quotas were
set for New Jersey, Delaware, Maryland, and Virginia:
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Delaware Bay Origin Horseshoe
Crab Qqua (ng. of crabs) [elzliectai
State Male Only Male Only
Delaware 173,014 173,014
New Jersey 173,014 173,014
Maryland 132,865 255,980
Virginia* 21,107 81,331

*Virginia harvest refers to harvest east of the COLREGS line only
**Total harvest quotas for Maryland and Virginia include crabs which are not of Delaware Bay origin.

The Board also initiated Draft Addendum IX, which will consider adding an additional specifications tool
that would allow for male-only harvest for multiple years. The Draft Addendum responds to
recommendations from the Horseshoe Crab Management Objectives Workshop held in July 2024. The
Workshop convened a small group of stakeholders to explore management objectives for the Delaware
Bay-origin horseshoe crab fishery. The workshop participants recommended the Board establish an
interim solution to maintain male-only harvest while changes to the ARM Framework are explored to
better align the model with stakeholder values.

The Board will consider Draft Addendum IX for public comment in February 2025. For more
information, please contact Caitlin Starks, Senior Fishery Management Coordinator, at
cstarks@asmfc.org or 703.842.0740.

Hi#
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Meeting Summary
In addition to setting Delaware Bay harvest specifications and initiating Draft Addendum IX, the Board
also considered a report on the outcomes of the July Management Objectives Workshop, and the FMP
Review for the 2023 fishing year.

In July, a workshop was held with stakeholders interested in Delaware Bay region horseshoe crab
management. Workshop participants represented harvesters and dealers, biomedical industry,
environmental NGOs, shorebird and horseshoe crab scientists, and resource managers. The workshop
aimed to identify stakeholders’ values and concerns regarding the ARM Framework, as well as common
ground for management. The Board considered several potential next steps based on the consensus
recommendations developed at the workshop. In addition to considering the ability set multi-year
specifications for male-only harvest through Draft Addendum IX, the Board supported
recommendations to begin a dialogue with key stakeholders to better understand essential concerns
for management, explore changes to the reward and utility functions of the ARM model with
stakeholder input, evaluate the Advisory Panel membership to ensure adequate representation of
various stakeholder groups, and improve science communication about the ARM and channels for
public participation.

The Board approved the FMP Review and state compliance reports for horseshoe crab for the 2023
fishing year, as well as de minimis status for South Carolina, Georgia, and Florida. The Plan Review
Team recommended the Board evaluate the season start date for commercial bait harvest in the
Delaware Bay region; a common season start date for Delaware, Maryland, and Virginia to protect
crabs during the spawning season will be considered in Draft Addendum IX.
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Lastly, Eric Reid from Rhode Island was elected Vice-Chair to the Horseshoe Crab Board. For more
information, please Caitlin Starks, Senior Fishery Management Coordinator, at cstarks@asmfc.org.

Motions

Move to initiate an addendum to consider the ability to set multi-year specifications for male-only
horseshoe crab harvest of Delaware Bay-origin Horseshoe Crab based on the ARM Framework or an
alternative male-only harvest specification setting method.

Motion made by Mr. Clark and seconded by Mr. McKiernan. Motion approved by consent with 3
abstentions (South Carolina, Georgia, and Florida).

Move to accept the 2025 Adaptive Resource Management harvest specifications with 500,000 males
and no female harvest of Delaware Bay-origin crabs. In addition, the 2:1 offset will be added to MD’s
and VA’s allocations due to no female harvest.

Motion made by Mr. Cimino and seconded by Mr. Clark. Motion approved by consent with 3
abstentions (South Carolina, Georgia, and Florida)

Move that the draft addendum initiated today also consider establishing a season start date of June
8 for the Delaware Bay region.

Motion made by Mr. Clark and seconded by Mr. Kane. Motion passes with abstentions from South
Carolina, Georgia, and Florida.

Move to approve the Horseshoe Crab FMP Review for the 2023 fishing year, state compliance
reports, and de minimis status for South Carolina, Georgia, and Florida.

Motion made by Mr. Luisi and seconded by Mr. Geer. Motion passes by unanimous consent.

Move to nominate Eric Reid as Vice-Chair of the Horseshoe Crab Board.
Motion made by Mr. McKiernan and seconded by Mr. Luisi. Motion passes.

SCIAENIDS MANAGEMENT BOARD (OCTOBER 22, 2024)

Press Release
Red Drum Benchmark Stock Assessment Finds Mixed Results for the Northern and
Southern Stocks: Northern Stock Not Overfishing and Overfishing Not Occurring;
Southern Stock Overfished and Experiencing Overfishing

Annapolis, MD — The 2024 Red Drum Benchmark Stock Assessment and Peer Review Report indicates
the northern stock of red drum (New Jersey through North Carolina) is not overfished and not
experiencing overfishing, while the southern stock (South Carolina through the east coast of Florida) is
overfished and experiencing overfishing.

The two stocks were assessed separately, using different methods. The southern stock was assessed
using the Stock Synthesis (SS) assessment model. Stock status is based on the latest three-year (2019-
2021 September-August fishing years) averages of population measures. The three-year average
spawning potential ratio (SPR) is less than the 30% SPR threshold, indicating the stock is experiencing
overfishing. Spawning potential ratio is a measure of spawning biomass expected under current fishing
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A robust, technically-sound SS model could not be developed for the northern stock, so the stock
was assessed using a traffic light analysis (TLA). The TLA assigns a color (red, yellow or green) to
categorize relative levels of metrics that reflect the condition of red drum adult abundance and
fishery performance (i.e., fishing mortality). Although these metrics were not red in the last three
years of the assessment, indicating the stock was not overfished nor experiencing overfishing,
consistent yellow fishery performance metrics indicated increasing fishing mortality in recent years.
Continued monitoring of the northern stock and the increasing trend in fishing mortality is
recommended in future years through updates to the TLA.

Red drum fisheries are predominately recreational. Removals (harvest + dead discards) increased to
relatively high levels at the end of the assessment time series for both stocks. In the northern stock,
removals have increased to time series highs. In the southern stock, they have increased to levels
similar to time series highs observed in the early 1980s.

Commercial landings currently only occur in the northern stock, but are a small proportion of total
removals and have fluctuated without trend.

The Commission’s Sciaenids Management Board accepted the benchmark stock assessment and peer
review reports for management use and tasked the Red Drum Technical Committee with additional
analyses to evaluate possible paths forward for red drum management.

A more detailed description of the stock assessment results, as well as the Benchmark Stock
Assessment and Peer Review Reports, will be available on the Commission website at
https://asmfc.org/species/red-drum under Stock Assessment Reports.
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For more information on the stock assessment, please contact Jeff Kipp, Senior Stock Assessment
Scientist, at jkipp@asmfc.org; and for more information on red drum management, please contact

Tracey Bauer, Fishery Management Plan Coordinator, at tbauer@asmfc.org.
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In addition to considering the 2024 Red Drum Benchmark Stock Assessment and Peer Review
Reports, the Sciaenids Management Board (Board) met to consider several items: discussion of the
Risk and Uncertainty Tool inputs for red drum; update of the black drum indicators; and Fishery
Management Plan Reviews and state compliance reports for black drum and spotted seatrout.

The Board received a progress update on the Commission’s Risk and Uncertainty Tool (Tool) for red
drum, as previously introduced to the Board at its October 3, 2024 meeting. Briefly, the Tool uses

information on stock status, model uncertainty, management uncertainty, ecosystem

considerations, and socioeconomic factors to recommend the probability of success that
management actions should strive to achieve. The Board reviewed preliminary input values to the
Tool as recommended by the Red Drum Technical Committee and Committee of Economics and

Social Sciences, as well as a summary of preliminary weightings for all inputs from a survey
completed by Board members. The Board will continue to discuss the Tool’s inputs and how they

are weighted, in addition to inputs based on preliminary projections, for red drum at future

meetings.
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The Board received a presentation from the Chair of the Black Drum Technical Committee (TC) on
the results of an update to the black drum indicators of abundance and stock and fishery
characteristics developed during the 2023 benchmark stock assessment, as well as
recommendations from the TC based on a prior request from the Board to reevaluate the
frequency of future updates. This update incorporated one additional year of data (2023). The TC
agreed that, generally, there were no concerning trends in the indicators, which continued to fall
within their respective historical ranges. The TC recommended scheduling the next data update to
the indicators in 2026, and moving the next black drum stock assessment from 2027 to 2028. The
Board agreed with the TC’'s recommendations. For more information, please refer to the TC memo
summarizing the results of the data update.

The Board reviewed and approved the 2023 Fishing Year FMP Reviews and state compliance
reports for black drum and spotted seatrout. For spotted seatrout, de minimis status was approved
for New Jersey and Delaware.

For more information, please contact Tracey Bauer, Fishery Management Plan Coordinator, at
Thauer@asmfc.org.

Motions

Move to accept the 2024 Red Drum Benchmark Stock Assessment and Peer Review Report for
management use.

Motion made by Mr. Dyar and seconded by Mr. Geer. Motion approved by unanimous consent.

Motion to request the Stock Assessment Subcommittee/Technical Committee to produce the
static spawning potential ratio for a range of slot size limits (between 14” and 27”) associated
with bag limits ranging from 0 to 5 fish per person for: (a) the southern region and/or (b) SC, GA,
FL individually.

Motion made by Mr. Dyar and seconded by Mr. Woodward. Motion approved by unanimous
consent

Move to approve the Black Drum FMP Review and state compliance reports for the 2023 fishing
year.

Motion made by Mr. Woodward and seconded by Mr. Rhodes. Motion carries by unanimous
consent.

Move to approve the Spotted Seatrout FMP Review for the 2023 fishing year, state compliance
reports, and de minimis status for New Jersey and Delaware.

Motion made by Mr. Woodward and seconded by Mr. Cimino. Motion carries by unanimous
consent.

LAW ENFORCEMENT COMMITTEE (OCTOBER 22 & 23, 2024)

Meeting Summary
The Law Enforcement Committee (LEC) conducted a hybrid meeting during the 82nd Annual
meeting of the Atlantic States Marine Fisheries Commission (ASMFC) in Annapolis, Maryland. The
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Committee welcomed LTC. Doug Daniels as the new representative from the Pennsylvania Fish and
Boat Commission.

Species Issues

Atlantic Striped Bass — Staff updated the LEC on the status of the Recreational Release Mortality
Working Group findings and recommendations from a series of meetings held over this past
summer. Members of the LEC participated in the work group discussions and provided comments
on the enforceability of “targeting” and gear provisions. Staff also provided an update on the stock
status and the potential for management changes in 2025.

Atlantic Cobia — Staff provided an update on the proposed regional recreational management
measures considered under Addendum Il of the Atlantic Cobia FMP.

Spiny Dogfish — Staff presented the sturgeon bycatch reduction measures of Draft Addendum VII
to the Spiny Dogfish FMP. The proposed management options under Section 3 were discussed by
the LEC. The LEC recognized that not all jurisdictions have like permitting of this fishery and
appreciate the Boards efforts to consider enforcement of this proposal. In consideration of the
proposed options, the consensus of the LEC is to support Option 2.

The LEC will continue to monitor the development of this addendum and offer guidance where
appropriate.

Winter Flounder — Staff updated the LEC on the Board approval of the conservation equivalency
proposal of a Consecutive Daily Trip Limit Pilot Program for the Commonwealth of Massachusetts.
As presented, this proposal will allow for fishermen fishing Massachusetts state waters, north of
Cape Cod, to take and possess a consecutive two-day trip limit of winter flounder, with certain
program requirements. At the time of Board’s consideration of this proposal, the LEC offered
shared experiences with similar programs utilized in other fisheries and supported this pilot
program based on the commitment of close monitoring and enforcement by the state. MA DMF
has committed to providing a review of the pilot program in its annual compliance report. To
enhance enforceability, the LEC wishes to reinforce the use of VMS in this type of program.

Other Business

“Guidelines” — The LEC was updated on the ISFMP Policy Board approval of the Guidelines for
Resource Managers on the Enforceability of Fishery Management Measures (May 2024). The sixth
edition of this document was approved at the May 2024 ISFMP Policy Board meeting. Members
were encouraged to share this document with their respective commissioners as well as fishery
managers in their home state.

Global Conservation Law Enforcement Network (GCLEN) — Members of the National Associations
of Conservation Law Enforcement Chiefs (NACLEC) presented on the GCLEN. This is a new
communication and information network that provides a platform for global collaboration of
conservation law enforcement agencies. Users will have the ability to network and message with
specific subject matter experts from participating countries.
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Case Study — Members from the United States Department of Justice and NOAA Office for Law
Enforcement presented on a case from “Operation One-Way Chandelier.” This investigation and
prosecution were part of a multi-year investigation into fisheries fraud in New York. The
investigation led to an indictment of one fisher, a wholesale fish dealer, and two of its managers
for conspiracy to commit mail and wire fraud and obstruction in connection with a scheme to
illegally overharvest at least 200,000 #'s of summer flounder and 20,000#'s of black sea bass. An
estimated combined wholesale value of $885,000. On July 11, 2024, the fisher, the last of the
indicted individuals was sentenced to serve 30 months incarceration.

On Demand Fishing — The LEC discussed the topic of “on demand fishing” with the Chair of both
the American Lobster Management Board and the New England Fishery Management Council
NEFMC LEC. The purpose of the discussion was to highlight this topic and to ask the LEC to consider
collaborating with the Council’s law enforcement advisors in future development of regulations
related to on-demand trap gear.

LEC Role and Expectation — With membership turnover within the LEC over the past few years, the
new Chair, Scott Pearce, asked for training on the Role and Expectations of the LEC membership.
The LEC members were provided information on the ISFMP Charter, 2025 Action Plan and ASMFC
resources. The travel guidelines of the Commission were also reviewed.

Website — The LEC was also briefed on the status of the ASMFC website upgrade and has provided
relevant information and graphics to support the upgrade.

A closed session of our meeting was afforded to openly discuss new and emerging law
enforcement issues.

Respective agencies were provided with time to highlight their agencies and offer current
enforcement efforts. For more information, please contact Kurt Blanchard, Law Enforcement
Committee Coordinator, at kurt.blanchard@verizon.net.

COASTAL PELAGICS MANAGEMENT BOARD (OCTOBER 22, 2024)

Meeting Summary

The Coastal Pelagics Management Board met to receive an update on the Cobia Stock Assessment
SEDAR 95; consider 2025-2026 cobia recreational management measures for the Northern Region;
review a Cobia Technical Committee Report on the confidence interval approach for cobia
recreational harvest evaluations; and receive an update on South Atlantic Fishery Management
Council port meetings for king and Spanish mackerel.

A benchmark stock assessment for Atlantic migratory group cobia, SEDAR 95, is being conducted
through the SouthEast Data, Assessment and Review (SEDAR) process. Assessment work began in
March 2024 with an initial expected completion date of November 2025. However, the timeline
has been delayed (likely by at least one year) due to staff availability for a lead assessment analyst
at the NOAA Southeast Fisheries Science Center. The Board discussed the challenges of this delay,
particularly regarding the next set of harvest specifications starting in 2027 with the current
specifications expiring at the end of 2026. Additionally, this is a benchmark stock assessment
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requiring more time for analysis and peer review to consider development of a new index of
abundance and new modeling approaches, if needed. If this new stock assessment is not available
to inform 2027 specifications, the Board would only have information from the previous stock
assessment, which had a terminal year of 2017. The Board did acknowledge that the delayed
timeline would align with the anticipated availability of revised MRIP data, so the new MRIP data
could be incorporated into the stock assessment. The Board discussed whether assessment work
could continue in some capacity before a lead assessment analyst from NOAA Fisheries is available,
but the Board ultimately decided to wait for further updates from NOAA Fisheries and revisit this
issue as needed over the next several months.

Cobia Addendum Il established a new regional recreational allocation framework resulting in new
regional harvest targets based on the current coastwide total recreational harvest quota in place
through 2026. To determine 2025-2026 measures for each region, the average 2021-2023
recreational harvest for each region was compared against its regional harvest target. The
Northern Region’s (Rhode Island through Virginia) average harvest was above its target, requiring a
15.9% reduction in harvest. The Southern Region’s (North Carolina through Georgia) average
harvest was below its target, so states in the Southern Region will maintain status quo measures
for 2025. The Cobia Technical Committee (TC) developed a suite of recreational management
options for the Northern Region estimated to meet the required 15.9% reduction. Each option is
comprised of three components: regionwide size limit, regionwide vessel limit, and a season for
Maryland, Potomac River Fisheries Commission, and Virginia. Data are not available to calculate
any reduction associated with implementing a season for Rhode Island through Delaware. The
Board approved the TC’'s methodology for developing recreational options to meet the Northern
Region reduction. States in the Northern Region will coordinate to select a regionwide size limit,
regionwide vessel limit, and season for Maryland, PRFC, and Virginia. States will then submit
implementation plans for Board consideration by January 1, 2025, and must implement the new
measures by April, 1, 2025. If States in the Northern Region cannot come to a consensus on which
measures to implement, a virtual Board meeting will be scheduled to select measures.

The Board reviewed a Cobia TC report on the Addendum Il confidence interval provision, which
allows the Board to switch from the current rolling average approach using point estimates for
harvest evaluations to a confidence interval approach using the 95% confidence intervals around
the point estimate instead. The TC provided initial input on what the confidence interval approach
might look like as applied to current data, and explored different confidence interval levels besides
95% (Note: the confidence interval level can only be changed via addendum). Overall, the TC noted
that more time to consider this approach would be beneficial, including discussion by the Board of
how the rolling average and confidence interval approaches would align with their management
goals. The Board agreed that Board input is needed to inform further TC discussion, but the best
way to gather that input is not clear at this point. Additionally, the confidence interval approach is
one of several issues to consider simultaneously along with the stock assessment timeline and the
challenge of setting future specifications and recreational management measures. One specific
challenge the Board will have to address is how to consider 2027 regional recreational measures
since there will only be one year of data available (2025 data) under the new measures being
implemented in 2025. The Board will revisit these issues over the next several months as more
updates on the stock assessment timeline are received and as the next specifications process
approaches.
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The South Atlantic Fishery Management Council is conducting a series of port

meetings for king and Spanish mackerel in 2024 to gain a comprehensive understanding of those
fisheries from stakeholders to inform management efforts. Port meetings have already taken place
in North Carolina, New England states (virtual), New York, Georgia, South Carolina, and Florida.
Port meetings in Virginia, Maryland, and New Jersey have been scheduled for November 18-21,
2024, and staff will distribute outreach materials to Board members in those states.

For more information, please contact Emilie Franke, Fishery Management Plan Coordinator, at
EFranke@asmfc.org.

Motions

Move to approve the Cobia Technical Committee methodology for developing recreational
management options to meet the northern region reduction. States in the northern region will
select a set of measures for 2025-2026 and submit implementation plans for Board consideration
by January 1, 2025. States in the northern region must implement the new measures by April, 1,
2025. If states in the northern region cannot come to a consensus on which measures to
implement, a virtual Board meeting will be scheduled to select measures.

Motion made by Mr. Geer and seconded by Mr. Cimino. Motion passes by consent with 3
abstentions (SC, GA, FL).

AMERICAN EEL MANAGEMENT BOARD (OCTOBER 22, 2024)

Meeting Summary

The American Eel Management Board met to consider information on possible future actions
under the Convention on International Trade in Endangered Species (CITES) that may impact
American eel fisheries, and the Fishery Management Plan (FMP) Review for the 2023 Fishing Year.
The Board received a presentation on several possible actions related to American eel that are
being discussed within CITES committees: listing under Appendix Il or Appendix Ill, and a resolution
on American eel. Listing under CITES Appendix Il would restrict international trade of American eel
with permit and certificate requirements for export. Listing under Appendix Ill would require
exporters to provide documentation proving legal acquisition of the product. A resolution would
provide non-binding guidance to the parties on how to interpret the provisions of the Convention.
The Board expressed concerns that listing American eel under Appendix Il or Il would be
detrimental to American eel fisheries, especially if live eel exports are delayed by required
certification processes. The Board agreed to send a letter to the US Fish and Wildlife Service
opposing an Appendix Il or I listing for American eel.

The Board also considered the FMP Review for the 2023 fishing year. As recommended by the Plan
Review Team, the Board tasked the Committee on Economic and Social Sciences to conduct an
analysis of domestic and international market demand for American eel as food and bait. The
Board approved the FMP Review and state compliance reports for the 2023 fishing year, as well as
de minimis status for New Hampshire, Massachusetts, Pennsylvania, the District of Columbia, and
Georgia.
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For more information, please contact Caitlin Starks, Senior Fishery Management Plan Coordinator,
at cstarks@asmfc.org.

Motions

Move to approve the American Eel FMP Review for the 2023 fishing year, state compliance reports,
and de minimis status for New Hampshire, Massachusetts, Pennsylvania, DC, and Georgia.

Motion made by Ms. Patterson and seconded by Mr. Train. Motion passes by unanimous consent.

ATLANTIC MENHADEN MANAGEMENT BOARD (OCTOBER 22, 2024)

Meeting Summary

The Atlantic Menhaden Management Board met to review an update from the Work Group on
Precautionary Management in Chesapeake Bay, consider approval of the 2023 Fishery
Management Plan (FMP) Review, receive a progress report on the ecological reference point
(ERP) benchmark stock assessment, and elect a Vice Chair.

In August, the Board established a Work Group to gain additional information and evaluate options
for further precautionary management in Chesapeake Bay. The Work Group met in September and
October to discuss the Board task and establish a problem statement. In drafting a problem
statement, the Work Group sought confirmation from the Board that their task is to develop
potential future management measures to address the problem statement, but that it is the
responsibility of the Board to evaluate the validity of the statement and decide if or when
management action would be appropriate. The Work Group will continue to evaluate potential
data sources and develop management solutions to provide a full report to the Board at the 2025
Spring Meeting.

The Board approved the FMP Review for the 2023 fishing year, as well de minimis requests from
Pennsylvania, South Carolina, Georgia, and Florida. The coastwide total allowable catch (TAC) for
the 2023 fishing year was 233,550 mt. According to state compliance reports, total catch in 2023
including directed and episodic event set aside (EESA) landings was approximately 166,844 mt,
which is approximately 71% of the TAC and a 15% decrease from 2022. For the first time since the
implementation of the incidental catch/small-scale fishery (IC/SSF) provision, there were no
reported IC/SSF landings.

The Board received a progress report on the ERP benchmark stock assessment. The Stock
Assessment Subcommittee and ERP Work Group will meet for a Methods Workshop in November
2024 to discuss natural mortality estimates and updates to the single-species model, as well as
explore various modeling approaches to evaluate the health of the stock and inform the
management of the species in an ecological context. The ERP benchmark stock assessment and
single-species stock assessment update are both scheduled to be presented to the Board at the
2025 Annual Meeting. The Board also elected Joe Cimino as Vice Chair.

For more information, please contact James Boyle, Fishery Management Plan Coordinator at
jboyle@asmfc.org.
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Motions

Move to approve the Fishery Management Plan Review, state compliance reports, and de
minimis requests for PA, SC, GA, and FL for Atlantic menhaden for the 2023 fishing year.
Motion made by Mr. Grout and seconded by Mr. Gilmore. Motion approved by consent.

EXECUTIVE COMMITTEE (OCTOBER 23, 2024)

Meeting Summary

The Executive Committee (Committee) met to discuss several issues, including review of the FY24
Audit, a Legislative Committee update and a future annual meeting locations update. The following
action items resulted from the Committee’s discussions:

e The FY24 Audit was reviewed by the Administrative Oversight Committee and forwarded to
the Executive Committee with a recommendation for approval. The Committee approved
the audit.

e Legislative Program Coordinator Alexander Law provided an update to the Executive
Committee on the low level of productivity from Congress since his last update, future
responsibilities they have for passage of appropriations bills and thanked the
Commissioners for their engagement with him up on Capitol Hill.

e Mrs. Leach provided an update on future Annual Meeting locations. In October 2025, the
Annual Meeting will be in Delaware; in 2026, Rhode Island; in 2027, South Carolina; in 2028,
Massachusetts; in 2029, Pennsylvania and in 2030, Georgia.

For more information, please contact Laura Leach, Director of Finance & Administration, at
lleach@asmfc.org or 703.842.0740.

Motions

Move to accept the FY24 Audit.

Motion made by Mr. McKiernan on behalf of the Administrative Oversight Committee. Motion
passes by unanimous consent.

BUSINESS SESSION OF THE COMMISSION (OCTOBER 23, 2024)

Meeting Summary

The Business Session of the Commission met to review and consider approval of the 2025 Action
Plan and re-elect the Commission Chair and Vice-Chair. The Commission approved the 2025 Action
Plan, which guides the Commission’s activities over the next year as they pertain to management,
science, data collection, law enforcement, habitat conservation, outreach, and finance and
administration. The 2025 Action Plan is available here.

The Commission unanimously affirmed the appointment of Joseph Cimino (New Jersey Department
of Environmental Protection) as ASMFC Chair, and Dan McKiernan (Massachusetts Division of

Marine Fisheries) as Vice-Chair for another year of service.

For more information, please contact Robert Beal, Executive Director, at rbeal@asmfc.org.
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Motions

Move to accept the 2025 Action Plan as presented today.

Motion made by Mr. McKiernan on behalf of the Administrative Oversight Committee. Motion
approved by consent.

Move to re-nominate Joe Cimino as Chair
Motion by Mr. Keliher on behalf of the Nominating Committee. Motion approved by consent.

Move to re-nominate Dan McKiernan as Vice-chair
Motion by Mr. Keliher on behalf of the Nominating Committee. Motion approved by consent.

SHAD AND RIVER HERRING MANAGEMENT BOARD (OCTOBER 23, 2024)

Meeting Summary

The Shad and River Herring Management Board met to consider updates to the river herring
Sustainable Fishery Management Plans (SFMPs) for New Hampshire and Maine, including a
proposal from New Hampshire to reopen their river herring fishery; and to consider updates to the
American shad SFMPs for Massachusetts and Connecticut.

SFMPs for American shad and river herring are required for all states and jurisdictions that have a
commercial fishery under Amendment 2 (river herring) and Amendment 3 (American shad) to the
Shad and River Herring FMP. Plans are updated and reviewed by the Technical Committee every
five years.

The river herring SFMP update from New Hampshire included updates to instantaneous mortality
rates, standard error calculations for Visual Time Counts, and an added figure of a juvenile
abundance index from the state’s juvenile seine survey. Along with the updated SFMP, New
Hampshire submitted a proposal to reopen the river herring fishery, which was closed in 2021 due
to low spawning run counts in 2019 and 2020. With new passage estimates in the Exeter River, the
Great Bay indicator Stock in New Hampshire has been above the fishery-independent target
escapement level of 94,598 fish for the past four years. With the exception of the Cocheco River,
the proposal requested to open the state fishery for the upcoming 2025 fishing season, which is
one year earlier than the recommended five-year closure, as stated in the Technical Guidance on
the Implementation of Amendments 2 and 3 to the Shad and River Herring Fishery Management
Plan. The proposal states that the reasons for the low spawning run counts in 2019 and 2020 were
primarily driven by errors in counting, rather than true declines in river herring abundance.
Specifically, New Hampshire notes that there were issues with quantifying river herring in both the
Cocheco and Exeter Rivers. In the Cocheco River, equipment failure and fishway modifications led
to a loss of efficiency and inaccurate electronic fish counting. In the Exeter River, the majority of
river herring are utilizing restored spawning habitat between the former Great Dam and Pickpocket
Dam and not accessing the habitat above Pickpocket Dam fishway, where the new electronic
counting station was installed after the Great Dam removal. The Board approved the presented
SFMP and proposal to reopen the fishery.

The updated Maine SFMP for river herring included the addition of five additional commercial
fisheries: Sewall Pond, Wights Pond, Chemo Pond, Pennamaquan Lake, and Pushaw Lake. The plan
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also includes updated fishery independent surveys; a recalculated 25th percentile metric; updated
Z estimates from the 2024 River Herring Benchmark Stock Assessment; and an added age range
requirement, all of which are to be used as management triggers. Of the five new commercial
fisheries that were requested to be opened, Sewall and Wights Pond were provisional fisheries
approved from 2019-2024, Chemo Pond and Pushaw Lake were added due to significant
improvements as a result of restoration efforts, and Pennamaquan Lake previously supported a
fishery prior to the moratorium in 2012. The Board approved the presented SFMP.

Massachusetts and Connecticut submitted updated SFMPs for American shad. In Massachusetts,
the updated plan requested continued recreational harvest in the Merrimack and Connecticut
Rivers under the previously approved sustainability metrics. The plan also includes the addition of a
description of stocking efforts in the Taunton River. Over five million shad larvae have been
stocked each year from 2022-2024 in collaboration with the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service. The
SFMP update from Connecticut requested continued commercial and recreational harvest on the
Connecticut River, in conjunction with Massachusetts, under the previously approved sustainability
metrics. The Board approved both SFMPs as presented.

For more information contact James Boyle, Fishery Management Plan Coordinator at
iboyle@asmfc.org.

Motions

Move to approve the updated River Herring Sustainable Fishery Management Plan and proposal
to reopen the fishery from New Hampshire, as presented today.

Motion made by Ms. Patterson and seconded by Mr. McKiernan. Motion approved by unanimous
consent.

Move to approve the updated River Herring Sustainable Fishery Management Plan from Maine,
as presented today.
Motion made by Mr. Keliher and seconded by Mr. Reid. Motion passes by unanimous consent.

Move to approve the updated Shad Sustainable Fishery Management Plans from Connecticut and
Massachusetts, as presented today.

Motion made by Mr. McKiernan and seconded by Ms. Patterson. Motion approved by unanimous
consent.

HABITAT COMMITTEE (OCTOBER 23 & 24, 2024)

Meeting Summary

The Habitat Committee discussed priority topics and ongoing initiatives. The Committee reviewed
content and format options for the 2024 edition of Habitat Hotline Atlantic, scheduled for release
in December. The publication will feature an overview of ASMFC Habitat Committee’s recent
activities, including executive summaries of the Fish Habitats of Concern (FHOC) and Habitat
Management Series (HMS): Acoustic Impacts documents, with a special focus on Atlantic Shell
Recycling programs and state-by-state updates on recycling efforts.
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The Committee also began developing the next issue of the HMS, focusing on best management
practices and key elements of shell recycling initiatives along the Atlantic coast. To support this, a
standardized questionnaire and survey tool for gathering information was introduced. A draft of
the next HMS Shell Recycling issue is expected by May 2025 for review and approval at the ASMFC
Spring Meeting. The Committee also announced new leadership roles, with Kate Wilke from The
Nature Conservancy stepping into the role of Chair and Eric Schneider from Rhode Island
Department of Environmental Management as Vice-Chair. Moving forward, the Committee aims to
provide a thorough guidance document on Atlantic coastal shell recycling and continue expanding
state-level contributions for the 2024 Habitat Hotline.

For more information, please contact Simen Kaalstad, Habitat Committee Coordinator, at
skaalstad@asmfc.org.

ATLANTIC STRIPED BASS MANAGEMENT BOARD (OCTOBER 23, 2024)

Press Release
Atlantic Striped Bass Stock Assessment Update Finds Resource Remains Overfished
with a Less Than 50% Chance of Rebuilding by 2029
Board to Meet in December to Consider Changing Measures
for 2025 to Increase Probability of Rebuilding the Stock

Annapolis, MD — The Commission’s Atlantic Striped Bass Management Board reviewed the results
of the 2024 Atlantic Striped Bass Stock Assessment Update, which indicates the resource is not
experiencing overfishing but remains overfished relative to the updated biological reference
points. Female spawning stock biomass (SSB) in 2023 was estimated at 191 million pounds, which is
below the SSB threshold of 197 million pounds and below the SSB target of 247 million pounds.
Total fishing mortality in 2023 was estimated at 0.18, which is below the fishing mortality threshold
of 0.21 and above the fishing mortality target of 0.17. The 2024 Assessment Update included data
through 2023 and used the same model from the approved peer-reviewed 2018 Benchmark Stock
Assessment. The model structure was the same as the 2022 Stock Assessment Update, which
accounted for the period of low recruitment the stock is experiencing and for new management
changes starting in 2020.

The Board continued to express concerns about low recruitment and the lack of strong year-classes
to support the stock and the fishery. Six of the last seven year-classes since 2015 have been below
average, with only the 2018 year-class being above average. The 2018 year-class is starting to grow
into the slot limit for the ocean recreational fishery and will become more available to ocean
harvest in 2025.

The 2024 Assessment Update also included short-term projections to determine the probability of
SSB being at or above the SSB target by 2029, which is the stock rebuilding deadline. The model
structure for projections from 2024-forward was modified to explicitly account for the narrower
slot limits implemented in 2023 and 2024. A range of projection scenarios were considered to
explore two primary sources of uncertainty for the rebuilding trajectory through 2029: the level of
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fishery removals for the current, in-progress 2024 fishing year and the fishing mortality rate from
2025 through 2029.

The Board agreed with the Technical Committee and Stock Assessment Subcommittee that the
most likely projection scenario is lower removals in 2024 compared to 2022 and 2023, followed by
an increase in

fishing mortality in 2025, and a subsequent decrease and stabilization of fishing mortality from
2026 through 2029. A decrease in removals for 2024 is projected based on preliminary low 2024
catch data, likely due to the strong 2015 year-class growing out of the current recreational ocean
slot limit and the implementation of Addendum Il measures to reduce fishing mortality in 2024. An
increase in 2025 fishing mortality would correspond to the 2018 year-class entering the current
recreational ocean slot limit, and the subsequent decrease and stabilization from 2026 through
2029 would align with the 2018 year-class growing out of the slot limit and the lack of strong year-
classes behind it. In this scenario, the probability of rebuilding by 2029 is less than 50%.

Based on these projections, the Board will hold a special Board meeting in December 2024 to
consider Board action to change 2025 management measures to reduce fishing mortality and
increase the probability of rebuilding to at least 50%. Under Addendum Il to Amendment 7, the
Board can change management measures through Board action, instead of developing an
addendum, if the stock assessment indicates a less than 50% probability of the stock rebuilding by
2029. Ahead of the December meeting, the Board tasked the Technical Committee with updating
the projections based on additional 2024 catch data and developing recreational size limit and
seasonal closure management options for consideration.

A subsequent press release will provide details on the meeting date and format (in-person or
virtual), and the anticipated timeline for the availability of meeting materials and the public input
process (which may differ from the standard public comment timelines to allow for the compilation
and summary of public comment in advance of the meeting).

The 2024 Atlantic Striped Bass Stock Assessment Update will be available at
https://asmfc.org/species/atlantic-striped-bass under stock assessment reports early next week.
For more information, please contact Emilie Franke, Fishery Management Plan Coordinator, at
efranke@asmfc.org or 703.842.0740.

HitH
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Motions

Main Motion

Move to schedule a special Striped Bass Management Board meeting in December 2024 to
consider Board Action in response to the 2024 Stock Assessment Update. The Board will consider
action to revise the 2025 recreational seasons and or size limits and 2025 commercial quotas to
achieve a 50% probability of rebuilding by 2029 under the “low 2024 removals with F increase in
2025 only” projection.

Motion made by Ms. Meserve and seconded by Mr. Gary.
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Motion to Substitute

Move to substitute to initiate an addendum to address reducing total removals (harvest and
discard mortality/recreational and commercial) in the coastwide striped bass fishery using the
technical committee’s most likely projection scenario (F2024=Low Removals, F Increases in 2025
Only and Returns to 2024 Low Levels) and a 50% probability of achieving the spawning stock
biomass (SSB) target level by 2029. The intent of this addendum is to provide the Board with
coastwide and regional alternatives for the recreational and commercial fishery for
implementation on January 1, 2026.

Motion made by Mr. Luisi and seconded by Mr. Clark. Motion fails (6 in favor, 9 opposed, 1
abstention).

Main Motion

Move to schedule a special Striped Bass Management Board meeting in December 2024 to
consider Board Action in response to the 2024 Stock Assessment Update. The Board will consider
action to revise the 2025 recreational seasons and or size limits and 2025 commercial quotas to
achieve a 50% probability of rebuilding by 2029 under the “low 2024 removals with F increase in
2025 only” projection.

Motion made by Ms. Meserve and seconded by Mr. Gary.

Motion to Substitute

Move to substitute to schedule a special Striped Bass Management Board meeting in December
2024 to consider Board Action in response to the 2024 Stock Assessment Update. The

Board MAY consider action to revise the 2025 recreational seasons and/or size limits

and 2026 commercial measures via board action. The Board could also consider recreational or
commercial measures with an addendum for 2026 and beyond to achieve a 50% probability of
rebuilding by 2029 under the low 2024 removals with F increase in 2025 only projection.
Motion made by Mr. Geer and seconded by Mr. Clark. Motion fails (7 in favor, 7 opposed, 2
abstentions).

Main Motion

Move to schedule a special Striped Bass Management Board meeting in December 2024 to
consider Board Action in response to the 2024 Stock Assessment Update. The Board will consider
action to revise the 2025 recreational seasons and or size limits and 2025 commercial quotas to
achieve a 50% probability of rebuilding by 2029 under the “low 2024 removals with F increase in
2025 only” projection.

Motion made by Ms. Meserve and seconded by Mr. Gary.

Motion to Amend

Move to amend to change “commercial quotas” to “commercial measures.”

Motion made by Mr. Clark seconded by Mr. Sikorski. Motion fails for lack of majority (8 in favor, 8
opposed).

Main Motion

Move to schedule a special Striped Bass Management Board meeting in December 2024 to
consider Board Action in response to the 2024 Stock Assessment Update. The Board will consider
action to revise the 2025 recreational seasons and or size limits and 2025 commercial quotas to
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achieve a 50% probability of rebuilding by 2029 under the “low 2024 removals with F increase in
2025 only” projection.

Motion made by Ms. Meserve and seconded by Mr. Gary. Motion passes (14 in favor,1 opposed, 1
null).

SPINY DOGFISH MANAGEMENT BOARD (OCTOBER 24, 2024)

Press Release
Spiny Dogfish Board Approves Draft Addendum VIl for Public Comment to
Consider Action to Reduce Atlantic Sturgeon Bycatch
Board Revises 2024/2025 Fishing Year Commercial Quota to 10.25 Million Pounds

Annapolis, MD — The Commission’s Spiny Dogfish Management Board approved Draft Addendum
VIl to the Interstate Fishery Management Plan for Spiny Dogfish for public comment. The Draft
Addendum considers potential measures to maintain consistency with the federal Fishery
Management Plan in response to the proposed rule to implement Spiny Dogfish Framework
Adjustment 6.

The Mid-Atlantic and New England Fishery Management Councils developed Spiny Dogfish
Framework Adjustment 6 in response to a 2021 Biological Opinion and 2022 Action Plan that called
for reducing bycatch of Atlantic sturgeon in spiny dogfish gillnet fisheries. The coastwide Atlantic
sturgeon population is made up of five distinct population segments, all of which are listed as
threatened or endangered under the Endangered Species Act, and Atlantic sturgeon harvest has
been under a coastwide moratorium in federal and state waters since 1998. The Commission’s
Fishery Management Plan for Atlantic sturgeon maintains the moratorium through at least 2038,
and while the 2024 stock assessment update showed signs of improvement, the stock remains
depleted coastwide.

The Board initiated Draft Addendum VIl in August 2024 after the Councils recommended measures
to NOAA Fisheries to prohibit overnight soaks for federal spiny dogfish permit holders on gillnets
with 5”-10” mesh in November and May for a certain area of state and federal waters off of New
Jersey, as well as for gillnets of 5.25”-10” mesh in November through March in specified areas off
of Maryland and Virginia. The options in the Draft Addendum aim to establish equivalent overnight
soak restrictions for spiny dogfish harvesters in state waters that do not possess a federal spiny
dogfish permit.

The Draft Addendum will be posted to the website next week at http://www.asmfc.org/about-
us/public-input. A subsequent press release will provide details on the public hearing schedule and
how to submit written comments. The Board will meet to review submitted comments and
consider final action on the addendum in February at the Commission’s Winter Meeting.

The Board also revised the commercial quota for the 2024/2025 fishing from 11,331,747 to
10,249,260 pounds to be consistent with the federal quota. For more information, please
contact James Boyle, Fishery Management Plan Coordinator, at jboyle@asmfc.org.

PR24-32
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Motions
Move to approve Draft Addendum VIl for Public Comment, as amended today.
Motion made by Mr. Luisi and seconded by Mr. Clark. Motion accepted by unanimous consent.

Move to amend the spiny dogfish commercial quota to 10,249,260 pounds for the 2024/2025
fishing year.
Motion made by Mr. Luisi and seconded by Ms. Meserve. Motion accepted without opposition.

INTERSTATE FISHERIES MANAGEMENT PROGRAM (ISFMP) POLICY BOARD & MID-ATLANTIC
FISHERY MANAGEMENT COUNCIL (OCTOBER 24, 2024)

Meeting Summary

The ISFMP Policy Board met to receive a report from the Executive Committee (see Executive
Committee meeting summary); a progress report on the Northeast Trawl Advisory Panel (NTAP)
work on an industry-based survey (IBS); review committee reports from the Law Enforcement,
Habitat Committee and Atlantic Coastal Fish Habitat Partnership Steering Committee (see meeting
summaries of all 3 groups); consider a letter request from the American Lobster Management
Board; receive a report from Bureau of Ocean and Energy Management (BOEM) on fish kills in the
wind energy area off of Virginia; and consider the Recreational Measures Setting Process Draft
Addenda/Framework for public comment with the Mid-Atlantic Fishery Management Council
(Council).

Northeast Trawl Advisory Panel Report

NTAP has made progress since the last update to the Commission in May. Its meetings have been
focused on the IBS. The IBS survey is not part of the contingency plan for the R/V Bigelow, instead
it will be a new data source that will be able to reach areas the R/V Bigelow cannot. The R/V
Bigelow contingency plan should be out within the month and will be presented by NOAA Fisheries.
The IBS is still under development and had not been funded. The Senate budget had funding
language but the House budget did not. Survey work would not start until a new budget year that
is not part of a continuing resolution. There are three long term objectives for the IBS: (1) improve
resource assessments by providing indices of abundance complementary to the bottom trawl
survey, (2) sample areas that cannot be sampled by the bottom trawl survey, and (3) add resiliency
to the survey data stream. The pilot survey period last two years. Phase one will begin spring 2025
and include a five-day survey to focus on standardizing procedures. It is estimated this phase will
cost around $300,000. The F/V Darana R will be used for the pilot and will occur in and around the
wind energy area off of Virginia. The funding is expected to come from the Northeast Fisheries
Science Center. The operation will be focused on the fishing versus the biosampling component. A
draft operating procedures manual is expected by spring 2025. Phases two and three will begin in
the fall of 2025 at an estimated cost of approximately $3 million. These phases will be focusing on
vessel requirements, operational feasibility of day and night sampling, and maneuvering wind
areas. These phases will expand on what is learned during phase one, use multiple vessels, increase
the special and temporal footprint, and test the survey design that will be drafted. If funding is
acquired and the pilot is successful, a new survey would begin in 2027.
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Lobster Letter

At the recommendation of the American Lobster Management Board, the Policy Board agreed to
send a letter to Canada Division of Fisheries and Oceans to encourage the continued collaboration
between Canada and US on lobster science, particularly as the US is working on the lobster
benchmark stock assessment.

BOEM Report

Brian Hooker with BOEM provided a presentation on recent fish kills around the wind energy areas
off of Virginia. The incidents began in May 2024 and mostly consist of Atlantic croaker but also
include spot. BOEM has robust information of pile-driving impacts to fish in areas that are close to
turbine foundations. Therefore, it is anticipated there could be fish injury or mortality events
associated with construction work and is included in construction permits. The fish kills were
reported by staff observing the construction work for impacts to protected species and marine
mammals. Thirty-nine observations at 24 foundation locations have occurred with an average of
450 dead fish per observations. Some of the observations occurred when construction was not
occurring. Double bubble curtains are put in place up to a few days before construction to mitigate
the amount of sound that transfers during the piling. Fish kill observations were seen near the pile,
outside the bubble curtain and between the two. There is not a definitive determination of the
cause of the fish death, some fish have damaged air bladders but other fish have broken necks and
vertebrae. BOEM’s working hypothesis is that a combination of the piling and bubble curtains is
impacting the fish. BOEM is working on potential protocols that can be undertaken do to minimize
these fish kills. These observations are within the mortality amounts seen in typical fisheries
bycatch.

Joint Meeting of the Policy Board and Council: Recreational Measures Setting Process Draft
Addenda/Framework

The Policy Board was then joined by the Council for a joint meeting to review the range of options
presented in the Recreational Measures Setting Process Draft Addenda/Framework. The draft
addenda/framework consider changes to the process used by the Commission and the Council to
set recreational management measures (bag, size, and season limits) for summer flounder, scup,
black sea bass, and bluefish. The option that is ultimately selected by the Policy Board and Council
is intended replace the currently used Percent Change Approach implemented through the Harvest
Control Rule Framework/Addenda, which will sunset at the end of 2025. Key differences between
the five options in the draft addenda include the information considered when setting measures
and the circumstances under which measures would change.

The Policy Board approved the draft addenda for public comment, with public hearings to take
place in the coming months. The Commission will distribute a press release on the draft

addendum’s availability and public hearing schedule once the hearing details have been finalized.

For more information, please contact Toni Kerns, Fisheries Policy Director, at tkerns@asmfc.org.

Motions

Board

Move to approve Draft Addendum XXXVI to the Summer Flounder, Scup, and Black Sea Bass FMP
and Draft Addendum lll to the Bluefish FMP for public comment as modified today.
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Council
Move to approve the range of options in the Recreational Measures Setting Process
Framework/Addenda as modified today.

Motions made by Mr. Gilmore and seconded by Mr. Grist. Motions approved by unanimous
consent.

SUMMER FLOUNDER, SCUP AND BLACK SEA BASS MANAGEMENT BOARD & MAFMC (OCTOBER 24,
2024)

Press Release
ASMFC and MAFMC Approve Changes
to Summer Flounder Commercial Mesh Size Exemptions

Annapolis, MD — The Atlantic States Marine Fisheries Commission’s Summer Flounder, Scup, and
Black Sea Bass Management Board (Board) and the Mid-Atlantic Fishery Management Council
(Council) have jointly approved modifications to two exemptions from the summer flounder
commercial minimum mesh size requirements. The Board adopted these changes through
Addendum XXXV to the Summer Flounder, Scup, and Black Sea Bass Fishery Management Plan, and
the Council recommended identical measures through a framework action which will be submitted
to the National Marine Fisheries Service for review and implementation.

Current regulations for the summer flounder trawl fishery require a minimum mesh size of 5.5-inch
diamond mesh or 6.0-inch square mesh to retain more than 200 pounds of summer flounder from
November through April, or 100 pounds of summer flounder from May through October. The Small
Mesh Exemption Program provides an exemption from these requirements for authorized vessels
fishing in a designated area from November 1 through April 30. This exemption is designed to allow
vessels to retain some bycatch of summer flounder while operating in other small-mesh fisheries.
Through this action, the Board and Council agreed to expand the exemption area by moving the
boundary of the northern portion of the area approximately five miles west, then connecting the
western boundary to the southern scup Gear Restricted Area. While this has the appearance of
notably increasing the size of the exemption area, a large portion of the area overlaps with the
Frank R. Lautenberg deep sea coral zone, where bottom tending gear is already prohibited. The
intent of this change is to increase economic opportunities for industry while continuing to protect
the summer flounder stock and prevent regulatory discards.

The Board and Council also voted to implement a tiered monitoring approach for the Small Mesh
Exemption Program. Current regulations allow the Greater Atlantic Regional Fisheries Office
Regional Administrator to terminate the program for the remainder of the season if vessels fishing
under the exemption are discarding on average more than 10%, by weight, of their entire catch of
summer flounder per trip. Under the new tiered monitoring approach, the discard trigger will be
increased to 25%, and once the trigger is reached, a more detailed review of discards will be
conducted to determine whether the exemption should be rescinded. The intent of this review is
to allow for a more comprehensive consideration of the drivers of, and appropriate response to,
discards.
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Finally, the Board and Council approved a revised definition of the term “flynet” as it relates to the
flynet exemption from the summer flounder commercial minimum mesh size requirements. The
revised definition encompasses similar high-rise net types which have very large mesh in the wings,
with mesh size decreasing through the body of the net. These nets are not designed to catch
flatfish and generally catch small amounts of summer flounder.

Addendum XXXV, including the map showing the approved boundaries, will be posted at
https://asmfc.org/species/summer-flounder under Management Plans and FMP Reviews once the
map is finalized. Updates on the Council’s framework will be posted at
https://www.mafmc.org/actions/summer-flounder-commercial-mesh-exemptions.

For more information, please contact either Chelsea Tuohy, ASMFC Fishery Management Plan
Coordinator at ctuohy@asmfc.org or Kiley Dancy, Mid-Atlantic Fishery Management Council, at
kdancy@mafmc.org.

HitH
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Motions
Board and Council
Move to adopt in Section 3.1, Option B Expanded Small Mesh Exemption Program Exemption
Area, in Section 3.2, Option C Tiered Discard Monitoring Approach, and in Section 3.3, Option B
Modified Flynet Definition.
Board motion made by Mr. Reid and seconded by Mr. Gilmore. Motion approved by unanimous
consent.
Council motion made by Mr. Gilmore and seconded by Mr. Cimino. Motion approved by unanimous
consent.

Board

Move to approve Addendum XXXV to the Summer Flounder, Scup, and Black Sea Bass Fishery
Management Plan. The effective date of any FMP modifications would be consistent with the
effective date published in the final rule in the Federal Register or November 1, 2025 whichever is
sooner.

Motion made by Mr. Reid and seconded by Mr. Cimino. Motion approved by consent with one
abstention. Roll Call: in favor - NC, VA, PRFC, DE, MD, NJ, NY, CT, MA; abstention — NOAA.

Council

Move to submit the Summer Flounder Commercial Mesh Size Exemptions Framework with
preferred alternatives as identified today to NMFS.

Motion made by Mr. Cimino and seconded by Mr. Gilmore. Motion approved by consent with one
abstention (NOAA).
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. MID-ATLANTIC

FISHERY MANAGEMENT COUNCIL

August 2024 Council Meeting Summary

The Mid-Atlantic Fishery Management Council met August 12-15, 2024, in Philadelphia, PA. The following is a
summary of actions taken and issues considered during the meeting. Presentations, briefing materials, motions,
and webinar recordings are available at http://www.mafmc.org/briefing/august-2024.

HIGHLIGHTS
During this meeting, the Council:

e Reviewed management track stock assessments for golden tilefish, black sea bass, and Atlantic
surfclam

e Adopted 2025-2027 specifications for golden tilefish

e Adopted (status quo) 2025 specifications for the Mid-Atlantic blueline tilefish fishery

o Adopted 2025 specifications for black sea bass

e Reviewed 2025 specifications for summer flounder and recommended no changes

e Reviewed 2025 specifications for scup and recommended minor increases to the commercial quota
and recreational harvest limit

e Reviewed a draft document for public hearings for the Summer Flounder Mesh Exemptions
Framework/Addendum

e Received an update on improvements to the Marine Recreational Information Program’s (MRIP)
Fishing Effort Survey (FES)

e Reviewed progress on development of the Recreational Measures Setting Process
Framework/Addenda and provided guidance on the draft range of alternatives

e Reviewed 2025 specifications for bluefish and recommended no changes

e Reviewed 2025 specifications for Atlantic surfclam and ocean quahog and recommended no changes

e Received a presentation on the final report from the Council’s Program Review and discussed
potential next steps

e Developed comments on NOAA Fisheries’ draft Ecosystem Based Fisheries Management Road Map

e Received an update on Northeast Trawl Advisory Panel (NTAP) activities

e Received a presentation on the National Fish and Wildlife Foundation Electronic Monitoring and
Reporting Grant Program

Golden Tilefish 2025-2027 Specifications

The Council reviewed the stock status and performance of the golden tilefish fishery and adopted multi-year
specifications (catch and landings limits) for 2025-2027, as summarized in the table below. The 2024
Management Track Assessment for golden tilefish found that the stock was not overfished in 2023, but
overfishing was occurring. The Council’s Scientific and Statistical Committee (SSC) noted various sources of
uncertainty in the assessment, including the absence of a fishery independent survey, gaps in aging data,
reliance on multiple separate fishery-dependent indices, and the lack of reliable recreational catch data. The SSC
provided two sets of acceptable biological catch (ABC) recommendations: one with varying ABCs for each year
and one with a constant ABC across all three years. The SSC and Monitoring Committee both noted that the
constant ABC approach would provide greater stability for the industry. The Council ultimately selected the
constant ABC approach, approving an ABC of 1.87 million pounds for each year 2025-2027. The Council
recommended that the small projected recreational landings of 54,013 pounds (calculated based on average
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recreational landings for the 2022-2023 period) be accounted for under management uncertainty. The Council
did not recommend any changes to the current recreational bag limit or commercial/incidental trip limit.

Summary of Golden Tilefish Specifications for 2025, 2026, and 2027

Acceptable Biological Catch (ABC) 1.87 million pounds
Commercial Quota — IFQ Fishery 1.72 million pounds
Incidental Quota 68,949 pounds

500 pounds (227 kg) or 50 percent, by weight, of all fish, including
the golden tilefish, on board the vessel, whichever is less
Recreational Bag Limit 8-fish recreational bag-size limit per angler per trip

Incidental Trip Limit

Blueline Tilefish 2025 Specifications

The Council adopted status quo 2025 specifications for the blueline tilefish fishery north of the North
Carolina/Virginia border. Specifications were set for a single year because an updated stock assessment is
expected to be available for management in 2025 to inform multi-year specifications for 2026-2028. The
Council’'s recommendations are summarized in the table below.

The Council discussed several sources of uncertainty highlighted by the SSC, including the lack of reference
points for the portion of the stock north of Cape Hatteras and the lack of reliable recreational catch data.
Council members expressed concern about low rates of reporting among private recreational tilefish anglers. A
contractor has been hired to identify and recommend solutions to improve awareness and compliance with
tilefish permitting and reporting requirements. A final report will be presented to the Council in October.

Summary of Blueline Tilefish 2025 Specifications

Acceptable Biological Catch 100,520 pounds
Recreational Total Allowable Landings 71,912 pounds
Private Boat: 3 fish
Recreational Trip Limits USCG uninspected for-hire vessel: 5 fishUSCG
inspected for-hire vessel: 7 fish
Commercial Total Allowable Landings 26,869 pounds
500 pounds (until 70% of quota is met, then
Commercial Trip Limits reduced to 300 pounds)

Summer Flounder, Scup, and Black Sea Bass Specifications

The Council met jointly with the Atlantic States Marine Fisheries Commission’s (Commission) Summer Flounder,
Scup, and Black Sea Bass Management Board (Board) to set 2025 specifications for black sea bass and review
previously adopted 2025 specifications for summer flounder and scup. The Council and Board considered
recommendations from the Scientific and Statistical Committee (SSC), Monitoring Committee, and Advisory
Panel, as well as comments from members of the public.

Black Sea Bass 2025 Specifications

The Council and Board received a presentation on the 2024 Black Sea Bass Management Track Stock Assessment
and associated projections for 2025. The Council and Board acknowledged that many improvements have been
made to the stock assessment in recent years. However, they also expressed concern that the projections are
predicting a sharp decline in biomass in the future, necessitating a 20% reduction in the acceptable biological
catch (ABC) for 2025, despite generally consistent increases in biomass for the past several years. They also
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noted that projections based on the previous assessment model for several prior specifications cycles
consistently predicted similarly sharp declines in biomass which were not realized according to the 2024
Management Track Assessment. Concerns were expressed about the negative socio-economic impacts of a 20%
decrease in the ABC, increases in discards, and compliance with more restrictive measures. With biomass
currently more than double the target level and overfishing not occurring, it is challenging to communicate the
conservation need for a 20% reduction in the ABC. The management track assessment will be updated next year,
with plans already underway to thoroughly evaluate the projection methodology and make revisions as
appropriate. These updates will be used to inform the 2026-2027 catch and landings limits.

The Council is bound by the Magnuson-Stevens Fishery Conservation and Management Act (MSA) requirement
to set catch limits which do not exceed the recommendations of its SSC. However, the Commission is not bound
by this same law. Therefore, the Board voted to suspend the typical joint management process for the 2025
black sea bass specifications, allowing them to adopt different catch and landings limits than the Council. The
Board then voted to maintain status quo catch and landing limits for 2025. The Council considered passing a
similar motion; however, as this would violate the MSA, the Council ultimately passed a substitute motion to set
the 2025 specifications based on the SSC’'s recommended 2025 ABC, using the same methods as prior years to
calculate expected dead discards in each sector to derive the commercial quota and the recreational harvest
limit. The values adopted by the Board and the Council are shown in the table below.

The specifications adopted by the Board are final. The specifications adopted by the Council must be reviewed
and, if approved, implemented by NOAA Fisheries. If NOAA Fisheries approves and implements the
specifications recommended by the Council for 2025, this would create disparities between the state and
federal specifications. This would require all federal permit holders to be bound by more restrictive measures
than those who are only subject to state measures (e.g., individuals fishing in state waters who do not also have
federal permits). The NOAA Fisheries Greater Atlantic Regional Fisheries Administrator indicated that the agency
will use the proposed and final federal rulemaking process to consider what flexibilities are available to ensure
alignment between the state and federal regulations consistent with the regulations.

The Council and Board adopted a 5% in-season commercial closure buffer for 2025, meaning the commercial
fishery would close if 105% of the quota is projected to be landed prior to the end of the year. They made no
changes to any other federal commercial management measures.

Landings limit Approvgq by Board for 2025 Approve.d_ by Council for 2025
millions of pounds millions of pounds
Commercial quota 6.00 4.78
Recreational harvest limit 6.27 4.46

Summer Flounder 2025 Specifications Review

The Council and Board recommended no changes to the previously adopted 2025 catch and landings limits for
summer flounder. The 2025 limits are the same as those implemented for 2024, including a commercial quota of
8.79 million pounds and a recreational harvest limit of 6.35 million pounds. The Council and Board made no
changes to the commercial management measures for summer flounder.

Scup 2025 Specifications Review

The Council and Board recommended minor changes to the previously adopted 2025 catch and landings limits

for scup. Earlier this year, a small error was discovered in the projections used to set 2024-2025 specifications.

Correcting the error resulted in a small increase in the projected ABC and overfishing limit (OFL) for 2025. After
reviewing the revised ABC provided by the Council’s SSC, the Council and Board adopted a revised commercial

qguota of 19.54 million pounds and a recreational harvest limit of 12.31 million pounds for 2025. These updates
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represent a minor increase, about 4%, compared to the limits previously approved for 2025. The Council and
Board did not recommend any changes to commercial management measures for scup. The Council will forward
its recommendations to NOAA Fisheries for final approval, while the Commission’s actions for state waters are
final.

Summer Flounder Mesh Exemptions Framework/Addendum

The Council and Board reviewed, and the Board approved, a draft addendum document for public comment for
this action. They also indicated support for a regulatory language clarification related to the annual evaluation of
the flynet exemption, which would clarify the regulations to be consistent with the language in the Fishery
Management Plan. A minimum 30-day comment period and hearing process will be conducted by the
Commission. Information regarding public hearing dates and how to provide comments will be posted to the
Commission’s website later this month. Comments received will be provided to both the Council and Board for
consideration prior to final action, scheduled for the week of October 21 at the Commission’s Annual Meeting in
Annapolis, MD (day and time to be determined).

Marine Recreational Information Program (MRIP) Update and Listening Session

The Council and Board received a presentation from Dr. Katherine Papacostas, MRIP Program Manager,
regarding ongoing improvements to the program’s Fishing Effort Survey (FES). These improvements center on
re-ordering survey questions about how often people went fishing, as well as increased survey sampling, and are
anticipated to result in revised catch data time series estimates in spring 2026, depending on favorable peer
review in 2025 of changes being tested in 2024. Until then, NOAA Fisheries has advised that the existing MRIP
data should continue to be used where they are currently to inform stock assessments and management.
Council and Board members and other attendees also had an opportunity to provide input on a joint federal-
state effort to re-envision the recreational fisheries data collection program. This initiative aims to transition to
an improved recreational data collection partnership that better meets regional needs. Click here to learn more
or provide input.

Recreational Measures Setting Process Framework/Addenda

The Council and the Commission’s Interstate Fishery Management Program Policy Board (Policy Board) reviewed
progress on development of the Recreational Measures Setting Process Framework/Addenda, which considers
changes to the process for setting recreational bag, size, and season limits for summer flounder, scup, black sea
bass, and bluefish. They reviewed modifications to the draft range of alternatives recommended by the Fishery
Management Action Team/Plan Development Team (FMAT/PDT) as well as a summary of a review by the SSC.
The Council and Policy Board endorsed the FMAT/PDT recommendation to remove an alternative referred to as
the “Biological Reference Point Approach” from further consideration due to its complexity. They also agreed
that approaches based on recreational fishing mortality rate targets and options for revising the starting point
for measures cannot be fully developed in the time remaining for completion of this action. However, these
topics could be further developed through separate management actions if they remain priorities. They also
agreed that the work group of Council members and Commissioners will work with the FMAT/PDT to develop
language to clarify the role of the RHL in this management action. Prior to the next meeting of the Council and
Policy Board in late October, the FMAT/PDT will complete development of the range of alternatives and will
develop a draft addenda document for public hearings.

Bluefish 2025 Specifications Review

The Council met jointly with the ASMFC’s Bluefish Management Board (Bluefish Board) to review previously
adopted 2025 specifications for bluefish. Bluefish are in the 3rd year of a 7-year rebuilding program. After
considering available information on recent catches and fishery performance, the Council and Bluefish Board
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https://www.fisheries.noaa.gov/leadership-message/noaa-shares-plans-re-envision-recreational-fishing-data-collection
https://www.federalregister.gov/documents/2024/01/02/2023-28792/fisheries-of-the-northeastern-united-states-atlantic-bluefish-fishery-2024-and-projected-2025
https://www.federalregister.gov/documents/2024/01/02/2023-28792/fisheries-of-the-northeastern-united-states-atlantic-bluefish-fishery-2024-and-projected-2025
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agreed that no changes are needed to the previously implemented specifications, which include a commercial
quota of 3.03 million pounds and a recreational harvest limit of 15.7 million pounds. The Council and Board also
made no changes to recreational bag limits (3 fish per day for private anglers and 5 fish per day for for-hire
vessels).

Atlantic Surfclam and Ocean Quahog 2025 Specifications Review

The Atlantic surfclam and ocean quahog fisheries are approaching the fifth year of multi-year specifications
previously set for the 2021-2026 fishing years. During this meeting, the Council reviewed recent information for
both stocks and considered whether any changes to 2025 specifications are warranted. The 2024 Management
Track Assessment for Atlantic surfclam found that the stock was not overfished, and overfishing was not
occurring in 2024. Based on the assessment results, the Council’s SSC recommended that the 2025 and 2026
overfishing limits (OFLs) and acceptable biological catches (ABCs) be revised to reflect the best scientific
information available. Although the revised ABC for 2025 is about 17% higher than the ABC originally adopted
for 2025, the Council concluded that no changes to the catch target or quota for the upcoming fishing year are
warranted. Staff noted that the surfclam fishery has not landed 100% of the quota since 2003, and only 41% of
the quota was landed in 2023. The industry has also expressed support for maintaining status quo quotas. To
maintain the current measures, the Council voted to recommend the Regional Administrator suspend the
minimum shell length for surfclam in 2025. The Council also made no changes to the 2025 catch and landings
limits for ocean quahog. These specifications are described in detail in the final rule published May 13, 2021.

Council Program Review

Brett Wiedoff and Duncan Wood, from the Parnin Group, presented the results of the final report from the
Council’s Program Review. The Council contracted the Parnin Group in 2023 to identify potential ways to
improve the process of developing federal fisheries management regulations, particularly regarding
responsiveness to climate-change and fisheries-related challenges. While the overall assessment of the Council’s
regulatory process was positive, the report notes that there are several areas of improvement for the Council to
consider. The report provides 17 recommendations to address areas of improvement, ranging from quick fixes
to long-term systemic updates. The Council discussed these findings and plans to further consider which
recommendations should be included in the Council’s 2025-2029 Strategic Plan (to be discussed in October
2024), annual implementation plans (2025 and beyond), and other staff work priorities.

NOAA Fisheries Ecosystem-Based Fisheries Management (EBFM) Road Map

The Council reviewed and developed comments on the revised EBFM Road Map developed by NOAA Fisheries.
The Road Map provides national level guidance for regional implementation of the continued movement toward
managing fisheries at the ecosystem level and will guide NOAA Fisheries’ EBFM efforts over the next five years.

Overall, the Council was very supportive of the updated Road Map and encouraged the continued development
of the science and decision support tools needed to help implement climate-ready fisheries management;
however, they noted these efforts should not come at the expense of core fisheries data collection and stock
assessment needs. They also encouraged NOAA Fisheries to coordinate, collaborate, and partner with the
Council to identify EBFM milestones, develop management goals and priorities, and seek opportunities for
management on-ramps. The Council identified a range of additional comments that will be included in a
comment letter to be submitted by the comment deadline of August 31, 2024.


https://www.mafmc.org/s/d1_2024-Surfclam-MT-assessment-report.pdf
https://www.mafmc.org/s/d1_2024-Surfclam-MT-assessment-report.pdf
https://www.fisheries.noaa.gov/action/final-2021-and-projected-2022-2026-specifications-atlantic-surfclam-and-ocean-quahog
https://www.mafmc.org/s/Tab07_Parnin-Group_mafmc-program-review_2024-08.pdf
https://www.fisheries.noaa.gov/s3/2024-06/word-EBFM-Road-Map-060624-for-public-review-508-compliant.pdf
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Other Business

Northeast Trawl Advisory Panel (NTAP) Updates

The Council received an update on recent NTAP activities, including a summary of their most recent meeting
held on July 11, 2024, in New Bedford, Massachusetts. At the NTAP meeting the group received several
informative presentations, including multiple presentations on long-standing surveys that operate on industry
platforms around the United States. These presentations were planned to help inform their continued
discussions on the Industry-Based Survey Pilot Project. The NTAP Working Group will continue such
conversations at their next meeting on August 22, 2024.

National Fish and Wildlife Foundation Electronic Monitoring and Reporting Grant Program

Dr. Willy Goldsmith gave a presentation on the National Fish and Wildlife Foundation (NFWF) Electronic
Monitoring and Reporting Grant Program. This year, the organization anticipates awarding award up to $4.8
million in grants that catalyze the voluntary implementation of electronic technologies for fisheries catch, effort,
and/or compliance monitoring, and improvements to fishery information systems in U.S. fisheries. Additional
information is available in the request for proposals. Proposals are due October 2, 2024.

Next Meeting

The next Council meeting will be held October 8-10, 2024, in Dewey Beach, DE. A complete list of upcoming
meetings can be found at https://www.mafmc.org/council-events.

Acronyms

e ABC— Acceptable Biological Catch

e EBFM — Ecosystem-Based Fisheries Management

e FES —Fishing Effort Survey

e FMP — Fishery Management Plan

e FMAT/PDT — Fishery Management Action Team/Plan Development Team
e NTAP — Northeast Trawl Advisory Panel

e MRIP — Marine Recreational Information Program

e MSA — Magnuson-Stevens Fishery Conservation and Management Act
e OFL - Overfishing Limit

e RHL - Recreational Harvest Limit

e SSC - Scientific and Statistical Committee


https://www.nfwf.org/programs/fisheries-innovation-fund/electronic-monitoring-and-reporting-grant-program-2024-request
https://www.mafmc.org/council-events
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FISHERY MANAGEMENT COUNCIL

October 2024 Council Meeting Summary

The Mid-Atlantic Fishery Management Council met October 8-10, 2024, in Dewey Beach, DE. The following is a
summary of actions taken and issues considered during the meeting. Presentations, briefing materials, motions,
and webinar recordings are available at http://www.mafmc.org/briefing/october-2024.

HIGHLIGHTS
During this meeting, the Council:

Reviewed and approved a strategic plan for 2025-2029

Adopted butterfish specifications for 2025-2026

Recommended status quo 2025 specifications for Atlantic mackerel in 2025

Deferred action on 2025 spiny dogfish specifications pending further consideration by the Scientific

and Statistical Committee

e Received an update on the private recreational tilefish permitting and reporting program and
considered recommendations for improving angler awareness and compliance

e Recommended that NOAA Fisheries pause soliciting for new monkfish RSA projects until the
program’s underlying economic and programmatic issues are addressed

e Received a presentation on a proposed rule to modify and/or expand reporting requirements for
Atlantic HMS species and agreed to submit comments

e Received an overview of draft outcomes, recommendations, and possible action items from the 8th
National Scientific Coordination Subcommittee (SCS) Workshop

e Received presentations on several topics related to offshore wind energy development

e Received an update from the NOAA Fisheries regional office on habitat and offshore wind activities
of interest in the Mid-Atlantic region

e Approved several changes to the guidelines for the Council’s three awards

e Reviewed and provided feedback on proposed actions and deliverables for the 2025 Implementation

Plan (Executive Committee)

2025-2029 Strategic Plan

The Council reviewed and approved a strategic plan for 2025-2029. The plan builds upon the foundation of the
2020-2024 plan, integrating lessons learned, progress achieved, and input from Council members and
stakeholders. The document is organized around five goal areas: Communication, Science, Management,
Ecosystem and Governance. The Council will use the plan to guide its management activities and operations
over the next five years. The final document will be posted at https://www.mafmc.org/strategic-plan in the
coming weeks.

2025-2026 Butterfish Specifications

The Council reviewed the stock status and performance of the butterfish fishery and adopted multi-year
specifications for 2025-2026. Based on the recommendations provided by the Scientific and Statistical
Committee (SSC), the Council adopted Acceptable Biological Catches (ABC) of 17,115 metric tons (MT) for 2025
and 13,842 MT for 2026. These ABCs are products of the Council’s risk policy and projections using the 2024
management track assessment, which found the butterfish stock is above its target biomass. The Council is
removing a 5% management uncertainty buffer given catches appear well constrained. After potential discards



http://www.mafmc.org/briefing/october-2024
https://www.mafmc.org/strategic-plan
https://www.mafmc.org/s/e_2024_BUT_UNIT_RPT.pdf
https://www.mafmc.org/s/e_2024_BUT_UNIT_RPT.pdf
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are deducted, the commercial quotas would be 11,324 MT (25.0 million pounds) in 2025 and 8,051 MT (17.7
million pounds) in 2026 (both substantially above recent landings).

The Council also considered a modification to the butterfish mesh regulations to add flexibility in the types of
mesh that can be used for directed fishing. The Council deferred action until the next meeting after NMFS raised
concerns about enforcement’s ability to discern differences in some relevant mesh configurations. A Law
Enforcement Committee meeting will be held in November 2024 to further evaluate any issues.

2025 Atlantic Mackerel Specifications

The Council reviewed the stock status and performance of the Atlantic mackerel fishery and recommended
maintaining the previously adopted 2025 specifications and management measures, including a commercial
guota of 868 MT. Next year’s 2025 stock assessment will assess rebuilding progress and will be used to inform
2026-2027 specifications.

2025 Spiny Dogfish Specifications

The Council reviewed the stock status and performance of the spiny dogfish fishery and deferred action on
modifying 2025 spiny dogfish specifications until the next meeting. Updated catch information led to lower
projections for 2025, and industry provided input that the resulting lower quotas could collapse the spiny
dogfish fishery by forcing the last processor out of business. The Council requested its SSC calculate an ABC
equal to the catch associated with a 50% probability of overfishing under a suspension of the Council’s risk
policy (which would otherwise dictate a lower 46% chance of overfishing and a lower catch).

Private Recreational Tilefish Permitting, Reporting, and Program Evaluation

In August 2020, new recreational permitting and reporting requirements were introduced for private tilefish
anglers. During this meeting, the Council received several presentations offering key insights into the program's
performance and areas for improvement. These included an overview of the Council’s historical and recent
efforts, followed by an update from the Greater Atlantic Regional Fisheries Office (GARFO) on the current status
of permitting and reporting. The GARFO update provided detailed information on the number of permits issued,
recreational trips taken, and landings reported since the program's inception.

Dr. Willy Goldsmith (Pelagic Strategies) and Jill Stevenson (Stevenson Sustainability Consulting) also presented a
final evaluation of the angler permit and reporting program. The report highlighted significant gaps in the
program, pointing to persistently low compliance and annual reporting rates. The evaluation provided
actionable recommendations for enhancing the program’s effectiveness.

Following the presentations and subsequent discussion, the Council endorsed several recommendations
identified through program evaluation final report. These recommendations will be incorporated into the
Council’s 2025 Implementation Plan, aiming to address the identified challenges and improve the overall
compliance and efficiency of the tilefish permitting and reporting program.

Monkfish Fishery Performance Report and Monkfish Research Set Aside Improvements

The Council reviewed recent monkfish fishery performance and several ongoing efforts to improve the Monkfish
Research Set Aside (RSA) program. The Council mirrored a motion from the New England Fishery Management
Council recommending that NMFS pause soliciting for new monkfish RSA projects until the program’s underlying
economic and programmatic issues are addressed. The Councils also requested that NMFS consider letting the
two current Monkfish RSA projects continue selling RSA days-at-sea into 2025 and 2026 to fund their work on
developing monkfish catch per unit of effort (CPUE) indices in support of upcoming assessments.


https://static1.squarespace.com/static/511cdc7fe4b00307a2628ac6/t/6706786f720d2d77210f1737/1728477295577/9b_GARFO_tilefish_presentation_draft_100824_v4.pdf
https://www.mafmc.org/s/9c_Tilefish-Prog-Eval-Presentation_Final.pdf
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Proposed Rule: Electronic Reporting Requirements for Atlantic Highly Migratory Species

Guy DuBeck and Karyl Brewster-Geisz from NOAA Fisheries Atlantic Highly Migratory Species (HMS) presented
an update on a recent proposed rule on electronic reporting. The proposed rule is intended to modify and/or
expand reporting requirements for Atlantic HMS, including reporting by commercial, for-hire, and private
recreational vessel owners and dealers. Following the presentation, the Council agreed it would be important to
provided formal written comments on the proposed rule given the Councils existing electronic reporting
requirements and the overlap in stakeholders.

Scientific Coordination Subcommittee 8th National Workshop Outcomes

The Council received an overview of draft outcomes, recommendations, and possible action items from the 8"
National Scientific Coordination Subcommittee (SCS) Workshop. The SCS is a subcommittee of the Council
Coordination Committee (CCC) and consists of the chairs and other selected members of the SSCs from each of
the eight regional fishery management councils. The 8™ SCS workshop was hosted by the New England Fishery
Management Council and was held on August 26-28, 2024, in Boston, Massachusetts. The theme for the
workshop was “Applying Acceptable Biological Catch (ABC) Control Rules in a Changing Environment” with the
goal of providing actionable guidance to support the Councils in their management considerations given the
environmental change and scientific uncertainty each region is experiencing. The Council will receive an update
on the final workshop recommendations and action items once the proceedings report is available in the spring
of 2025.

Offshore Wind Energy Updates

The Council received presentations on several topics related to offshore wind energy development, including
updates from the Bureau of Ocean Energy Management (BOEM), the Mid-Atlantic Regional Council on the
Ocean, the New Jersey Offshore Wind Research and Monitoring Initiative, the Northeast Fisheries Science
Center, and the NOAA Fisheries Greater Atlantic Regional Fisheries Office. Council members expressed concern
about observations this summer of dead Atlantic croaker near pile driving activities for the Coastal Virginia
Offshore Wind project and dead hake near pile driving activities for Revolution Wind. Council members asked
about the causes of these fish kills and how to prevent similar issues in the future. BOEM staff indicated that
evaluations of the potential causes, including necropsies, are ongoing. Council members and public comments
also expressed concerns that offshore wind energy development may be contributing to reduced squid catches
in recent years.

Habitat Updates

Karen Greene, with NOAA Fisheries Greater Atlantic Regional Fisheries Office (GARFO) Habitat and Ecosystem
Services Division (HESD), provided project updates on port development (including Key Bridge collapse recovery
efforts), infrastructure, energy, and U.S Army Corps of Engineers federal navigation and civil work projects
within the Mid-Atlantic. Of note, the Environmental Protection Agency is considering a possible offshore fishery
enhancement beneficial use site using dredged material from the New York Bight, as the Historic Area
Remediation Site (HARS) is nearing capacity. In addition, several hydropower dams on the Delaware River and
Susquehanna River are under consideration for hydropower retrofits and/or relicensing; HESD is engaging in
discussions to ensure safe and efficient upstream and downstream passage of diadromous species, while
balancing invasive species concerns. NOAA/US Fish and Wildlife Service also released a guidance document on
tidal wetland restoration in the Mid-Atlantic that stresses more holistic marsh restoration approaches.

Council Awards Discussion

The Council approved several changes to the guidelines for the Council’s three awards (Ricks E Savage Award,
Award of Excellence, James A. Ruhle Cooperative Research Award). The approved changes are intended to
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clarify the purpose of each award and improve the nomination and selection procedures. The revised guidelines
include updated/expanded award descriptions for the Ricks E Savage Award and the Award of Excellence.
Additionally, the Council endorsed staff’s recommendation to shift the timing for the Ricks E Savage Award due
to the February meeting being held virtually beginning in 2025. Under the revised process, the Executive
Committee will review nominations for the Ricks E Savage Award at the October meeting, and the award will be
presented at the December meeting. The revised guidelines also specify that any nominations received
throughout the year for the Award of Excellence and Cooperative Research Award will be considered at the
October meeting. Additional information about Council awards is available at https://www.mafmc.org/awards.

Executive Committee — 2025 Implementation Plan

The Executive Committee met to review and provide feedback on a draft list of actions and deliverables for the
2025 Implementation Plan. The Council develops Implementation Plans each year to ensure progress toward
achieving the goals and objectives of its 5-year strategic plan. During the meeting, the Committee received a
progress update on the 2024 Implementation Plan and then reviewed a draft list of actions and deliverables for
2025. The full Council will review a draft 2025 Implementation Plan at the December meeting.

Next Meeting

The next Council meeting will be held December 9-12, 2024, in Annapolis, Maryland. A complete list of
upcoming meetings can be found at https://www.mafmc.org/council-events.
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Council Approves Changes to Snapper Grouper Fishery; Receives
Red Snapper Notification

Members of the South Atlantic Fishery Management Council approved two amendments to the Snapper
Grouper Fishery Management Plan that, if approved by the Secretary of Commerce, would modify current
federal regulations for species in the snapper grouper management complex. The Council considered input
received during public comment and recommendations from its Snapper Grouper Advisory Panel and Scientific
and Statistical Committee before taking action during its quarterly meeting in Charleston, South Carolina. The
following amendments were approved:
e Regulatory Amendment 36 - Gag and Black Grouper Recreational Vessel Limits and On-Demand
Gear for Black Sea Bass Pot Fishery
o The amendment would revise the recreational vessel limits for Gag and Black Grouper. To
remain consistent with a bag limit of one Gag or Black Grouper, the amendment would change
the aggregate private recreational vessel limit to two fish of either species per day. For-hire
(charter and headboat) would have the same vessel limit per #rip.
= Gag are currently overfished and experiencing overfishing. Black Grouper are included in
the amendment due to misidentification issues that occur in some areas within the region.
The Council will address Black Grouper regulations again following the results of a
management strategy evaluation underway for the species.
o The amendment would also revise transit stowage requirements for commercial black sea bass
pots with on-demand (ropeless) gear.
¢ Amendment 55 — Scamp, Yellowmouth Grouper, and the Other Shallow Water Grouper Complex
o Scamp and Yellowmouth Grouper are overfished, but overfishing is not occurring. A rebuilding
plan is needed to address the overfished stock status. Measures proposed in Amendment 55
would establish a Scamp and Yellowmouth Grouper Complex. A rebuilding plan would be
established for the new management complex along with catch levels, sector allocations, and
accountability measures.
o Updates would be made to the Other Shallow Water Grouper Complex (Rock Hind, Red Hind,
Coney, Graysby, and Yellowfin Grouper), to remove Yellowmouth Grouper.

Red Snapper

During its meeting, the Council received a litigation briefing from NOAA General Counsel noting there are
three Red Snapper cases currently under litigation. One lawsuit alleges that NOAA Fisheries violated the
Magnuson-Stevens Fishery Conservation and Management Act because it failed to address overfishing of Red
Snapper. The settlement agreement for this case was approved on August 22,2024, and includes NOAA

(Continued)



Fisheries agreeing to complete and submit a Secretarial amendment to end overfishing of red snapper. The Final
Rule for the amendment must be submitted to the Federal Register by June 6, 2025.

The Council will be able to comment on the Secretarial amendment, and there will be opportunities for public
comment prior to implementation. For additional details, see the Fishery Bulletin from NOAA Fisheries.

Other Business

The Council continued discussion of management measures proposed for the Black Sea Bass fishery that will be
addressed in Snapper Grouper Amendment 56. The amendment will also consider revised catch level
recommendations and status determination reference points. The Scientific and Statistical Committee will
discuss Black Sea Bass during its October 22-24, 2024 meeting and provide recommendations for the Council
to consider when it meets again in December. Public scoping meetings on proposed measures are tentatively
scheduled for early 2025.

The Council approved a motion to amend both the Coral and Shrimp Fishery Management Plans to establish a
Shrimp Fishery Access Area along the eastern edge of the Northern Oculina Coral Habitat Area of Particular
Concern, located off the central east coast of Florida. The designated area would allow access to historical
fishing areas used by the rock shrimp fishery while minimizing impacts on deepwater coral.

A listening session hosted by the Marine Recreational Information Program, administered by NOAA Fisheries,
was held during the meeting week. Fishery managers use data from the program to make management decisions
affecting recreational fisheries. Council members received an update on a large-scale study being conducted to
determine differences in recreational fishing effort estimates between different survey designs. The program is
also re-evaluating approaches to data collection partnerships. Council members provided an extensive list of
recommendations and members of the public also provided input.

New Chair and Vice Chair

During the meeting the Council elected Trish Murphey, representative for the North Carolina Division of
Marine Fisheries and former vice-chair as the new chair of the Council. She replaces Dr. Carolyn Belcher.
Jessica McCawley, state representative for the Florida Fish and Wildlife Commission was elected vice chair.
Both will serve two-year terms.

Additional information about the Council’s September meeting, including final committee reports, is available
from the Council’s website at: https://safmc.net/events/september-2024-council-meeting/. The next meeting of
the South Atlantic Fishery Management Council is scheduled for December 2-6, 2024, in Wrightsville Beach,

North Carolina.

The South Atlantic Fishery Management Council, one of eight regional councils, conserves and manages fish stocks from three
to 200 miles offshore of North Carolina, South Carolina, Georgia and east Florida.
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This is a summary of the motions approved by the Council. Motions addressing actions and
alternatives for FMP amendments are followed by text showing the result of the approved
motion. Complete details on motions and other committee recommendations are provided in the
Committee Reports available on the SAFMC website.

Full Council Session I (CLOSED)

MOTION 1: APPOINT ROM WHITAKER AND CHRIS KIMREY TO THE FOR-HIRE
REPORTING ADVISORY PANEL.

MOTION 2: APPOINT BOB ZALES AND HALEY STEPHENS TO THE FOR-HIRE
REPORTING ADVISORY PANEL.

MOTION 3: APPOINT OSCAR NAVARRETE TO THE SNAPPER GROUPER ADVISOY
PANEL.

MOTION 4: RESCIND THE APPOINTMENT OF OSCAR NAVARRETE TO THE
SNAPPER GROUPER AP

MOTION 5: RE-ADVERTISE THE GEORGIA SNAPPER GROUPER ADVISORY PANEL
SEAT AND APPOINT IN DECEMBER.

MOTION 6: APPOINT ALL APPLICANTS IN TABLE 1, ATTACHMENT 2B, TO THE
CITIZEN SCIENCE POOL.

MOTION 7: APPOINT BOB ZALES TO THE CITIZEN SCIENCE OPERATIONS
COMMITTEE.

MOTION 8: ESTABLISH MARYLAND AND VIRGINIA LIAISON SEATS ON THE
SHRIMP ADVISORY PANEL

Full Council Session I

MOTION 9: APPROVE THE REVISED SSC WORKGROUP APPROACH.

MOTION 10: DIRECT STAFF TO DO THE FOLLOWING:

1. Request that SERO staff present to the Council at the December 2024 meeting on:
e The level of reporting compliance that would be needed to begin validation, start
the comparison of logbook data with MRIP estimates, and use logbook data in
management.

Summary Motions September 2024



e The mechanics of how a “hail-in/hail-out” requirement would work for for-hire
vessels.
e The approval process for landing locations.

o How was it previously carried out in the Gulf of Mexico?

o How would private landing locations be approved?

o How would this approval process operate for permitted vessels in the
GARFO region?

o How important are approved landing locations in relation to validation?
Why are they necessary and how are they useful?

o An example of how a validation survey would be administered, what
percentage of permitted vessels would need to be sampled, and
information on how validation was completed previously in the Gulf of
Mexico.

2. Prepare a summary allocation review report for Atlantic Spadefish and the Jacks
Complex for approval at the December 2024 meeting.

SEDAR Committee

MOTION 11: DIRECT STAFF TO DO THE FOLLOWING:

e Provide information on life history to help determine which stocks should be considered
for Key Stocks.

e Request that the SSC review the proposed SEDAR process changes and provide input on
the proposed changes, key stocks and intervals between assessments for committee
consideration in December 2024

e Request that the SSC provide guidance on stocks that could be adequately managed using
alternatives to intensive aged-based stock assessments. The SSC should consider both
assessed and unassessed stocks, may consider this as part of the unassessed stocks effort,
and may consider a working group to address this request.

Habitat and Ecosystem Committee

MOTION 12: MOVE FORWARD WITH AN AMENDMENT TO BOTH THE CORAL AND
SHRIMP FMPs TO ESTABLISH A SFAA.

MOTION 13: ADOPT THE FOLLOWING TIMING AND TASKS.
e Add the Shrimp 12/Coral 11 Joint amendment to the Council work plan and prepare for
review for scoping at the December meeting
NOTE: During discussion of the Council’s workplan at the end of the meeting, the Council
opted for moving this item to the March 2025 agenda instead.

Snapper Grouper Committee

Gag and Black Grouper Recreational Vessel Limits and On-Demand Gear for Black Sea Bass
(Regulatory Amendment 36)

Summary Motions September 2024



MOTION 14: APPROVE REGULATORY AMENDMENT 36 TO THE FISHERY MANAGEMENT
PLAN FOR THE SNAPPER GROUPER FISHERY OF THE SOUTH ATLANTIC REGION FOR
FORMAL SECRETARIAL REVIEW AND DEEM THE CODIFIED TEXT AS NECESSARY AND
APPROPRIATE. GIVE STAFF EDITORIAL LICENSE TO MAKE ANY NECESSARY EDITORIAL
CHANGES TO THE DOCUMENT/CODIFIED TEXT AND GIVE THE COUNCIL CHAIR
AUTHORITY TO APPROVE THE REVISIONS AND RE-DEEM THE CODIFIED TEXT.

Scamp/Yellowmouth Grouper (SG Amendment 55)

MOTION 15: SELECT ALTERNATIVE 4 AS THE PREFERRED ALTERNATIVE FOR SUB-
ACTION 2D.

Action 2d. Establish the optimum yield for the Scamp and Yellowmouth Grouper complex.

Preferred Alternative 4. Establish an optimum yield of 95% of maximum sustainable yield for
the Scamp and Yellowmouth Grouper complex.

MOTION 16: MOVE ACTIONS 6 AND 7B TO THE CONSIDERED BUT REJECTED
APPENDIX.
Action 6. Reduce the recreational fishing season for scamp and yellowmouth grouper
Sub-Action 7b. Establish a recreational vessel limit

MOTION 17: APPROVE SNAPPER GROUPER AMENDMENT 55 (SCAMP AND
YELLOWMOUTH GROUPER) FOR FORMAL SECRETARIAL REVIEW AND DEEM THE
CODIFIED TEXT AS NECESSARY AND APPROPRIATE. GIVE STAFF EDITORIAL LICENSE TO
MAKE ANY NECESSARY EDITORIAL CHANGES TO THE DOCUMENT/CODIFIED TEXT AND
GIVE THE COUNCIL CHAIR AUTHORITY TO APPROVE THE REVISIONS AND RE-DEEM THE
CODIFIED TEXT.

MOTION 18: DIRECT STAFF TO DO THE FOLLOWING:

e Prepare Snapper Grouper Regulatory Amendment 36 (Gag and Black Grouper
Recreational Vessel Limits and Black Sea Bass On-Demand Pots) and Amendment 55
(Scamp and Yellowmouth Grouper Complex) for transmittal to the Secretary of
Commerce.

o Review and revise codified text as needed

e Develop outreach materials/media for stakeholders about Regulatory Amendment 36 and
Amendment 55 regulations.

e Investigate black sea bass effort data and work with the Science Center to update
assumptions for catch projections.

e Convene the Snapper Grouper Advisory Panel in October 2024

e Conduct scoping webinars for Amendment 56 (Black Sea Bass Assessment Response)
AFTER the December Meeting.

e Convene the Commercial Snapper Grouper Management Subcommittee between the
September and December 2024 Council meetings.

Summary Motions September 2024
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SAFMC Federal For-Hire Permit Enforcement Review
October 23, 2024

I. SUBJECT

An exploration of potential enforcement to increase compliance with South Atlantic Fishery Management Council
(SAFMC) federal for-hire fishing permits in North Carolina. This paper does not address Mid Atlantic Fishery
Management Council federal for-hire fishing permits.

II. ORIGINATION
Marine Fisheries Commission. This is a request from Commissioner Tom Roller and is specific to SAFMC for-hire
permits.

I11. BACKGROUND

The mission of the NC Division of Marine Fisheries (NCDMF) Marine Patrol is to ensure sustainable marine and
estuarine fisheries for the benefit of the people of North Carolina. Their jurisdiction includes all coastal waters,
extending to three miles offshore, and ranges to 200 miles offshore for some federally regulated species. Officers
monitor 2.5 million acres of water and over 4,000 miles of coastline where an estimated 4,000 commercial fishermen,
and 2 million recreational anglers fish. It is the responsibility of the Marine Patrol to make sure these fishermen
comply with general statutes, rules, and proclamations that are developed to protect and regulate the harvest of the
state’s fisheries.

NOAA'’s Office of Law Enforcement (OLE) has a similar mission to protect marine wildlife and habitat by enforcing
federal laws and to ensure resources are available for future generations. It supports the core mission mandates of
NOAA Fisheries, maximizing productivity of sustainable fisheries and fishing communities, as well as protection,
recovery, and conservation of protected species by enforcing compliance with marine resource protection laws and
regulations under NOAA’s purview. OLE jurisdiction covers ocean waters between 3 and 200 miles offshore and
includes 3.36 million square miles of open ocean and over 95,000 miles of US coastline.

To increase the efficiency of federal enforcement efforts, OLE enters into Joint Enforcement Agreements (JEA) with
states which deputize state and territorial marine law enforcement agencies to enforce federal laws and regulations
and provides funding to state law enforcement to enforce federal regulations. However, in 2015, the NC General
Assembly passed Session Law 2015-201 that forbids the Department of Environment and Natural Resources (now
Department of Environmental Quality) from entering a JEA with OLE. This prevents Marine Patrol from receiving
funding from NOAA fisheries to perform law enforcement services in support of federal regulations.

This Session Law also directed the NCDMF to study the JEA. NCDMF studied the impacts, costs, and benefits of
entering into a JEA and whether the state should authorize an agreement. It also required NCDMF to establish a
stakeholder advisory group and to include for-hire license holders, commercial fishing license holders and relevant
staff to the NCDMF. Public comments were also received. Based on the information gathered and public comment,
the NCDMF did not recommend establishing a JEA with OLE (NCDMF, 2016).

NCDMF Marine Patrol enforces NC statutes and rules but also enforces proclamations. These are public notices that
suspend or implement rules affected by variable conditions. Proclamations can set certain fishing seasons and areas,
harvest and gear limits, and conditions governing fisheries. Proclamation authority and proclamations are codified
in rules. The ability to manage and enforce regulations in federal waters is codified in 15A NCAC 03M .0512
Compliance With Fishery Management Plans. This rule provides the NCDMF Director with proclamation authority
to comply with federal regulations incorporated in Federal Fishery Management Council Management Plans via the
NC Interjurisdictional Fishery Management Plan. The ability to enforce federally required permits is through this
proclamation authority.

Currently the state does not require NC for-hire vessels to hold federal permits outright. However, through two
proclamations, the state mirrors some SAFMC federal requirements for federally permitted for-hire vessels. There
are two federal for-hire permits with bag limits and unlawful to sell requirements listed in proclamations that are
enforced by DMF Marine Patrol.


https://www.deq.nc.gov/about/divisions/marine-fisheries/rules-proclamations-and-size-and-bag-limits/rules

South Atlantic Snapper-Grouper Charter/Head Boat Permit (FF-30-2024, FF-40-2024)

Unlawful to exceed the recreational bag limits for snapper grouper species when fishing with more than four
persons (including Captain and mate) on board when carrying paying customers, regardless of possession of
the federal commercial permit. It is also unlawful to sell or offer for sale any species of snapper-grouper
when fishing with more than four persons (including Captain and mate) regardless of possession of the federal
commercial permit.

South Atlantic Coastal Migratory Pelagic Permit (Charter Boat and Head Boat) (FF-51-2022)

Permit holders must comply with the king mackerel possession limits (3 per person per day) when fishing
with more than three persons (including Captain and mate) on board. Unlawful to sell or offer for sale king
mackerel taken from a charter vessel or head boat with both a NMFS Coastal Migratory Pelagic Permit
(Charter Boat and Head Boat) and a NMFS Commercial King Mackerel Permit while operating as a for-hire
vessel. Unlawful to possess more than 15 Spanish Mackerel per person per day in NC coastal and joint
fishing waters.

Based on SAFMC federal permit data (Figure 1), the number of charter vessel permits issued for NC vessels has
remained consistent since 2008. The number of state for-hire licenses (Figure 2) has increased over time and is driven
by the increase in the number of Blanket For-Hire Vessel CRFL licenses issued. This increase is most likely from the
COVID-19 pandemic when an overwhelming majority came from the ‘small boat’ fleet (18-32 ft) that are able to be
trailered from site to site (Dallis Tucker, NDCMF, Personal Communication). Most of these vessels stay around the
0-3-mile area but during good weather, will fish further out for pelagic and bottom species (Dallis Tucker, NCDMF,
Personal Communication). Focusing on enforcement of compliance with state for-hire licenses in state waters is a
higher priority than enforcement of SAFMC federal for-hire permits in either the EEZ or in state waters.

IV.

AUTHORITY

Code of Federal Regulations

50 CFR622.370(c) Dealer permits and conditions —
50 CFR622.20(c) Permits and endorsements.

50 CFR622.170(b) Permits and endorsements.

50 CFR622.369 Description of zones

50 CFR622.170(a)(1) South Atlantic snapper-grouper

NC General Statutes

NCGS 113-134 Rules

NCGS 113-134.1. Jurisdiction over marine fisheries resources in Atlantic Ocean

NCGS 113-170.4. Rules as to possession, transportation, and disposition of fisheries resources
NCGS 113-170.5. Violations with respect to coastal fisheries resources

NCGS 113-174.3 For-Hire Licenses

NCGS 113-182. Regulation of fishing and fisheries

NCGS 113-183.1 Fishery Management Plans

NCGS 113-221.1 Proclamations: emergency review

NCGS 113-143B-289.52. Marine Fisheries Commission — powers and duties

NC Rules
15A NCAC 03H .0103 Proclamations, general
15A NCAC 03M .0512 Compliance with fishery management plans

V.

DISCUSSION

SAFMC Federal For-Hire Permits

A for-hire fishing vessel is defined by 50 CFR 600.1400 as a “vessel on which passengers are carried to engage in
angling or spear fishing, from whom a consideration is contributed as a condition of such carriage, whether directly
or indirectly flowing to the owner, charterer, operator, agent or any other person having an interest in the vessel”.
NOAA Fisheries requires the use of federal for-hire permits by captains to take paying passengers fishing in federal

waters.



Currently there are three open access for-hire permits required in the South Atlantic waters of the Exclusive Economic
Zone (3 to 200 miles off of the Atlantic coast);
o South Atlantic Charter/Headboat for Snapper-Grouper (SC) 50 CFR 622.170(b)
This is a charter and head boat vessel permit that allows captains to take for-hire fishing trips in federal waters
(3 to 200 miles) off the Southern Atlantic states to catch and keep Snapper-Grouper. Fish may not be sold
with this permit.
o South Atlantic Charter/Headboat for Coastal Migratory Pelagic (CHS) 50 CFR 622.369
This is a charter and Head boat vessel permit that allows captains to take for-hire fishing trips in federal
waters (3 to 200 miles) off the Southern Atlantic states and the Mid-Atlantic states to catch and keep Coastal
Migratory Pelagic Fish (Spanish and King mackerel, cobia)
o Atlantic Charter/Headboat for Dolphin and Wahoo (CDW) 50 CFR 622.270(a)
This is a charter and Head boat vessel permit that allows captains to take for-hire fishing trips in federal
waters (3 to 200 miles) off the Southern Atlantic states to catch and keep Dolphin or Wahoo.

The following SAFMC Fishery Management Plan (FMP) Amendments established the for-hire permit requirements
as well as reporting requirements.

The Comprehensive Head Boat Reporting Amendment (April 2013) required submission of electronic fishing
records to the Science and Research Director weekly for Snapper-Grouper (Amendment 31), Dolphin and Wahoo
(Amendment 6), and the Coastal Migratory Pelagic (CMP) resources (Amendment 22).

The Comprehensive For-Hire Electronic Reporting Amendment (March 2017) modified reporting requirements
for federally permitted charter vessels and head boats in Snapper-Grouper Amendment 39, Dolphin/Wahoo
Amendment 9, and CMP Amendment 27. This amendment required mandatory electronic reporting for charter vessels
and modified the timing of head boat reporting by reducing the grace period allowed for submitting reports.

Snapper-Grouper Amendment 7 (January 1995) required all charter and head boats fishing for or possessing species
in the snapper-grouper management unit on a for-hire basis, to annually obtain a federal permit. The science director
would select an appropriate number of individuals to maintain logbooks and those selected would be required to
maintain a fishing record for each fishing trip.

Coastal Migratory Pelagic Amendment 2 (March 1987) required permits for charter boats fishing for coastal
migratory pelagics as well as for commercial Spanish mackerel boats.

Dolphin and Wahoo Fishery Management Plan (June 2004) established a separate management unit for dolphin
and wahoo (removed from the CMP FMP). This FMP also established a dealer permit, a for-hire vessel, and
commercial vessel permits as well as reporting requirements.

These permits are not required for for-hire vessel operations to catch and keep fish in state waters (0 — 3 miles).
Currently, there are no limited access for-hire permits in Atlantic federal waters, but there are two limited access for-
hire permits in the Gulf of Mexico federal waters. However, the SAFMC has recently began discussions to consider
limited access for-hire permits in the south Atlantic.

NC For-Hire Licenses

A for-hire vessel operation is defined by NC G.S. 113-174(2a) “a charter boat, headboat, dive boat, or other vessel
hired to allow individuals to engage in recreational fishing. The NCDMF requires the use of state for-hire licenses by
captains who take paying passengers fishing in coastal waters.

Blanket licenses allow anglers to fish aboard licensed for-hire vessels or on licensed ocean piers to fish without having
an individual Coastal Recreational Fishing License (CRFL). There are two blanket for-hire licenses (Captain’s and
Vessel) that are designed for charter, guide, and headboats that can be purchased for six or fewer passengers or more
than six passengers.



There are three different open access for-hire licenses available to fish in NC coastal fishing waters (estuarine and
coastal ocean 0-3 miles). A for-hire operator needs one of these licenses to operate for-hire fishing in NC coastal
fishing waters.

e Non-Blanket Vessel. This license is intended for dive boats and charter vessels not wishing to provide
recreational license privileges to passengers.

e Blanket Vessel (CRFL). This license is intended for charter boats and head boats wishing to provide
recreational license privileges to passengers.

e For-Hire Captains (CRFL). This license is intended for guides with multiple vessels wishing to provide
recreational license privileges to passengers on all vessels.

Enforcement

Marine Patrol actively enforces state for-hire licenses as these operations occur in estuarine and inshore waters within
three miles. However, the ability for Marine Patrol to actively enforce SAFMC federal for-hire vessel permit
requirements is difficult. The Marine Patrol has 56 officers that work in three law enforcement districts along the
coast. In addition to enforcing state commercial and recreational licensing and permitting requirements, they patrol
waterways, piers, and beaches in coastal areas. They also inspect seafood houses, vehicles transporting seafood, and
restaurants all over the state to make sure everyone is complying with fisheries rules. Officers use a variety of different
size boats, aircraft and patrol vehicles to accomplish these tasks.

Although Marine Patrol possesses three vessels capable of offshore work, there is no capacity to meet the coverage
needed to effectively enforce SAFMC federal regulations in the EEZ. These vessels are used to enforce regulations
in water bodies like Pamlico Sound, Albemarle Sound and along the ocean shoreline. The lack of a JEA also impacts
enforcement priorities leaving Marine Patrol to focus on state regulations instead of federal regulations in the EEZ.

For-hire vessels fishing in the EEZ are required to have both a SAFMC federal for-hire permit and the captain must
have a NC for-hire license. For example, if a for-hire vessel is fishing for Spanish mackerel in the EEZ and traverses
into state waters the captain must have a SAFMC federal coastal migratory for-hire permit and a NC for hire license.
However, if the vessel is fishing for Spanish mackerel in state waters only, the captain only needs to possess a NC
state for-hire license.

Owners and operators of vessels that have SAFMC federal for-hire vessel permits are required to report all trips
through the Southeast For-Hire Integrated Electronic Reporting (SEFHIER) program, regardless of where fishing
occurs, including other regional or state waters. The purpose of this program is to provide more accurate and reliable
fisheries information about for-hire catch, effort, and discards. These data are critical to population assessments and
better fisheries management. Electronic reporting also provides more timely, accurate, and reliable information for
species that have low catches, small annual catch limits, or are rarely encountered.

This program is experiencing poor compliance resulting in under reporting and lack of validation. During the
December 2023 SAFMC meeting, the Council recommended an action to modify SEFHIER to improve compliance,
strengthen reporting requirements, and explore validation. The Council also initiated work on a comprehensive
amendment to establish limited entry for the South Atlantic for-hire fisheries for Snapper-Grouper, Coastal Migratory
Pelagics, and Dolphin and Wahoo FMPs with a control date of December 8, 2023. Additionally, the Council stipulated
that SAFMC federal for-hire permit holders that have not reported catch to the SEFHIER program on or prior to
December 5, 2023, will not be assured of future access should a management regime that limits participation in the
sector be prepared and implemented.

The impact of non-federally permitted vessels who land SAFMC federally managed, or state managed species in state
waters is unknown. In North Carolina, there are no reporting requirements for for-hire vessel captains. This is due to
Session Law 2015-201 that repealed a mandatory requirement of for-hire logbooks. Although the General Assembly
granted the DMF the authority to require logbooks in 2013, there was so much opposition from the for-hire industry
that it resulted in the repeal of the requirement in 2015. Hence, trying to fill that data gap through a state for-hire
program is not possible.



Another data gap comes from underreporting or no reporting of landings from those who operate a for-hire business
in federal waters with and without the required permits. Under reporting or not reporting at all to SEFHIER may
impact the for-hire fishery in the future. Concerns include the for-hire industry being underrepresented within the
south Atlantic as well as NC being underrepresenting within the south Atlantic for-hire fleet. This could have an
impact on economic information and any potential future sector allocations that may become a management strategy
for the for-hire sector. Increasing enforcement of SAFMC federal for-hire permits by NC Marine Patrol may increase
compliance with federal license requirements as well as inform for-hire vessel captains of the requirements of
reporting their catch through the SEFHIER program, addressing a data gap.

There are two scenarios to consider in addressing compliance:
1. Maintain status quo
2. Require SAFMC federal for-hire vessel permit if targeting federally managed species in EEZ

The first scenario is to continue not enforcing SAFMC federal for-hire permit requirements in the EEZ and state waters
(status quo). It is unclear if fishing in federal waters without a SAFMC for-hire permit is a widespread problem in
NC or the south Atlantic. Other than from MFC commissioner Roller, no anecdotal complaints have been noted from
the public nor were brought up at recent SAMFC Mackerel Port Meetings held in NC. Florida has experienced some
violations of SAFMC federal for-hire permit requirements in parts of its coast and have had enforcement operations
to catch violators (Jessica McCawley, FWC, Personal Communication). Georgia has not viewed this as an issue but
if officers encounter violations, they are referred to NOAA OLE as needed (Captain Chris Hodge, Ga DNR, Personal
Communication). Anecdotal information received at SCDNR Summit Charter Meetings indicates that violations are
happening, but the extent of these violations is unknown (Amy Dukes, SCDNR, Personal Communication). In
addition, the SAFMC has not noted any concerns that this is a widespread problem, but as noted earlier, are working
to address reporting compliance into the SEFIER program. Review of NOAA OLE reports of summary settlements
of unpermitted charter activity in the south Atlantic also indicates that violations are rare with 6 total violations from
July 1, 2023, through June 30, 2024 (Table 1). Should NOAA OLE consider unpermitted for-hire vessels a priority,
NOAA officers can be shifted to that area to increase enforcement. Additionally, Marine Patrol is already enforcing
possession limits to protect the resources that are managed via federal for-hire permits when those resources enter
North Carolina waters.

The second scenario is to enforce all for-hire vessels fishing in the EEZ to have a SAFMC federal for-hire vessel
permit (CMP, SG, DW) if targeting federally managed species. This would be required through proclamation
authority under 15A NCAC 03M .0512 and the Interjurisdictional FMP. However, enforcement capabilities in the
EEZ by state law enforcement is limited as noted earlier. Proving that fish were taken in federal waters after coming
to the dock is difficult in court. If a for-hire vessel comes in with federal species and no federal permit the captain
can claim the fish was caught within three miles. Even if it is obvious the fish (most snapper-grouper, dolphin, wahoo,
etc.) were most likely caught in federal waters, the burden of proof is on the officer. To prove the fish were caught in
federal waters, the officer would have to have witnessed the action or have a witness to the action. Also, a judge will
most likely side with the fisherman if the officer is unable to prove the fish were caught in federal waters. However,
despite these enforcement challenges, there will likely be some increase in level of compliance with the requirements.

VI CONCLUSION

The NCDMF has made the decision to continue to not enforce SAFMC for-hire permits. Marine Patrol enforcement
priorities of state rules and proclamations as well as the capacity to enforce federal requirements in the EEZ makes it
impractical at this time. As noted earlier, Marine Patrol enforces two SAFMC federal for-hire bag limit requirements
and unlawful to sell requirements and will continue to do so. Enforcement of SAFMC federal for-hire permits at the
dock or in state waters is impractical because when checking fishers, marine patrol cannot prove if the fish were
harvested in the EEZ or in state waters. Restoring the authority to establish a Joint Enforcement Agreement and NC
entering into a JEA agreement with NOAA Fisheries would need to be re-evaluated before undertaking this
enforcement.

To assist in enforcing rules where charter boat captains may be out of compliance with SAFMC federal regulations,
including permitting, fishermen witnessing non-compliance can call the NOAA OLE Hotline 24 hours a day, seven
days a week at (800) 853-1964 to report them. This could possibly be a deterrent to others who may be out of
compliance due to the considerable cost of a federal violation. In addition, this topic can be elevated to the SAFMC’s
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Law Enforcement Advisory Panel to inquire more about how widespread unpermitted for-hire operations are in the
south Atlantic.

Increasing outreach efforts to for-hire industry through NCDMF license clerks can provide information and links to
SAFMC and MAFMC permit requirement resources during license renewals and pre-sales. Additionally, NCDMF
can provide educational outreach through social media to the public about licensing and permitting requirements when
looking for potential for-hire fishing opportunities.
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Figure 1. Total Number of SAFMC Federal Charter Vessel Permits Homeported in North Carolina by Permit Type
(2008-2021). CDW=Dolphin/Wahoo Permit. CHS=Coastal Migratory Pelagics Permit. SC=Snapper Grouper Permit
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Figure 2. Total Number of State For-Hire Licenses by License Type (2015-2023)

Table 1. Overview of Summary Settlements, Unpermitted Charter Activity-Open Access Permit. Julyl, 2023 through
June 30, 2024 (NOAA 2023, 2024a, 2024b, 2024c)

NOAA OLE Fiscal Year NC SC Ga FI (Keys and east) Total
Jul 1-Sept 30, 2023, FY-23 1 1
Oct 1-Dec 31, 2024, FY-24 1 1 2
Jan 1-Mar 30, 2024, FY-24 3 3
Apr 1-Jun 30, 2024, FY-24 0

July 1, 2023-June 30, 2024 Total 1 0 0 5 6
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MEMORANDUM

TO: N.C. Marine Fisheries Commission

FROM: Barbie Byrd, Biologist Supervisor
Protected Resources Program, Fisheries Management Section

SUBJECT: Protected Resources Program Update

Issues

New Incidental Take Permit

The National Marine Fisheries Service (NMFS) issued a renewed Incidental Take Permit (ITP; No.
27106) for sea turtles and sturgeon interactions in certain estuarine gill-net fisheries on October 2,
2024 (https://www.fisheries.noaa.gov/action/incidental-take-permit-north-carolina-division-
marine-fisheries-sea-turtles-and-sturgeon). The ITP’s Conservation Plan includes measures to
monitor, avoid & minimize, and mitigate incidental takes in estuarine gill nets covered by the
permit. On October 9, a news release was issued outlining the general differences in the ITP
Conservation Plan between the old permits and the new one. The most notable and consequential
difference is the reduction in the numbers of authorized takes (Table 1). The lower take numbers
are based on more recent levels of fishing effort, interaction rates for each species, and a review
of requested takes in the application by the NMFS. In the new ITP, authorized takes, except for
the most rare species, are based on two-year rolling totals across the state rather than annual totals
by management unit (MU). This approach allows greater flexibility for the Division to streamline
adaptive management options to keep incidental takes below authorized levels by using annual
take targets for half of the two-year rolling totals. In regards to authorized takes, another change is
how observed takes not identified to species are accounted for in the authorized take numbers. In
the new ITP, unidentified sturgeon will be assigned as Atlantic Sturgeon, the more common
species in North Carolina’s estuarine waters. Unidentified sea turtles will be apportioned to the
most common three species in accordance to their proportion in historical observer data as follows:
0.83 Green Sea Turtle, 0.14 Kemp’s Ridley Sea Turtle, 0.03 Loggerhead Sea Turtle.

The lower levels of authorized takes have already influenced the need to use adaptive management
to maintain take levels below the annual take target for dead green sea turtles. Between issuance
of the ITP on October 2 and October 18, there were six observed dead green sea turtles in large-
mesh gill nets (n = 4) and small-mesh gill nets (n = 2). These six sea turtles represent an estimated
76.5 dead green sea turtles across the fisheries out of an annual take target of 85. As a result,
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Proclamation M-21-2024 was issued on October 24 that, among other things, closed Management
Unit D1 to gill net activities covered by the ITP and implemented net attendance requirements for
those activities in Management Units B, D2, and E. The decision to close all of Management Unit
D1 was based on the two dead green sea turtles observed on a single small-mesh gill net trip there
on October 18 and the fact that sea turtles are common in that management unit. The gill net
attendance requirements in other management units where sea turtles may occur were put in place
to effectively reduce soak times whereby any sea turtles that may be entangled in the gear would
be more likely to be released alive. Should another dead green sea turtle be observed and the
estimated number exceed the annual take target, the overage would be “borrowed” from the
following ITP year, lowering the annual take target for that year. As water temperatures decrease
and sea turtles become less common, the Division will consider removing these added restrictions.

Table 1. Authorized incidental takes by species in two-year rolling totals or, for rare species, totals
across the duration of the permit. Takes include predicted overall takes across the fisheries
whenever possible; otherwise takes are based on counts of observed takes. Takes are either
combined or separate for mesh-size category and disposition. Mesh-size categories are large (>5
ISM [inches stretch mesh) and small (<5 ISM). Annual Take Targets used by the Division to
maintain takes below authorized levels are also shown.

. Predicted or | Authorized 2-
. Mesh-size . .. . Annual Take
Species Catesor Disposition Observed year rolling Tarsets
gory Takes takes g
Large & Live Predicted 436 218
. Small
Atlantic Sturgeon Laroe &
g Dead Observed 6 3
Small
Large & Live Predicted 542 271
Small
Green sea turtle Larce &
g Dead Predicted 170 85
Small
Large Live Observed 10 5
Kemp’s ridley sea Large Dead Observed 4 2
turtle
Live or
Small Dead Observed 4 2
Large & Live or
Loggerhead sea turtle Small Dead Observed 4 2
. Authorized
. Mesh-size . .. el sl OF Total Take Annual Take
Species Disposition Observed .
Category Over Permit Targets
Takes q
Duration
Large & Live or
Shortnose Sturgeon Small Dead Observed 4 n/a
Hawksbill sea turtle Large & Live or Observed 2 n/a
Small Dead
Leatherback sea turtle Large & Live or Observed 2 n/a
Small Dead
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There are two notable changes in the monitoring portion of the new ITP. One change is the
requirement for observed coverage to be based on estimated fishing effort rather than actual fishing
effort. Previously, the Observer Program would estimate fishing effort and set an observer sea-day
schedule accordingly. However, if fishing effort was greater than estimated, the Division could go
out of compliance. In the new I'TP, the Division is required to provide an observer sea-day schedule
and calculation rationale for estimating fishing effort in advance of each season to request NMFS
concurrence. This approach means that if actual fishing effort is greater than estimated, the
Division will remain in compliance as long as the original sea day schedule is fulfilled. The other
change in the new ITP is the requirement for the Division to implement the Observer Trip
Scheduling System (OTSS). See updates below for the status of the OTSS.

For the avoid & minimize portion of the new ITP, measures from the previous ITPs to reduce
incidental takes were maintained. The only change in the new ITP is the requirement for overnight
soak time restrictions for the flounder gill-net fishery to be applied to MUs A and C, where
previously they were only required for MUs B, D1, D2, and E.

During the ITP renewal process, several other changes were made to update the delineations of
MUs where needed, to align the definition of large- and small-mesh size categories with the
Division’s definitions, and to clarify which gill-net fisheries are not covered by the ITP. The
changes in MU delineations included moving the boundary line between MU B and D1 in Core
Sound north to the 35° 00.000° N latitude line such that Core Sound is completely contained in
MU DI. Large-mesh gill nets for flounder will still be able to be set between 35° 00.000° N south
to 34° 48.270° N (now in the northern D1 subunit). Prohibition of this gear south of 34° 48.270°
N (now in the southern D1 subunit) between May 8 through October 14 as required by the previous
ITPs remains in effect. The other change is to include all of Turnagain Bay in MU C instead of
split between MUs B and C as it was in the previous ITPs. Previous ITPs also had two different
definitions for mesh-size categories. The new ITP defines large-mesh as 5 inches or greater
stretched mesh and small-mesh as less than 5 inches stretched mesh; this is consistent with the
Division’s Trip Ticket Program and the previous Atlantic sturgeon ITP (No. 18102). Finally, the
definitions of gill-net fisheries exempted from the ITP were updated. The revised definitions offer
greater consistency with the descriptions of gear in the ITP application, and are as follows:

e Run-around, strike, or drop gill nets - gill nets that are actively fished by either (1) using
the boat to run a net around a school of fish, creating a closed circle, or (2) using the boat
after the net is set to herd fish into the net without delay, whereby soak time does not exceed
30 minutes from the end of the set to the beginning of the haul.

e Dirift gill nets - gill nets that are used to capture fish while being moved along by water
currents whereby the net stays attached to the vessel from deployment through retrieval.

Observer Trip Scheduling System

The Division continues to coordinate with NC Department of Information Technology and an
outside state-contracted vendor to develop the Observer Trip Scheduling System (OTSS). The
OTSS will help ensure ITP observer coverage requirements are met and observer coverage is
distributed evenly among participants and is more representative of the fishery. Once the OTSS is
implemented, fishermen who plan to fish gill nets covered by the ITP will have to report planned
fishing activity the week prior using either an automated call-in system or web-based portal.

State of North Carolina | Division of Marine Fisheries
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Afterwards, they will be randomly selected to carry an observer. The OTSS also includes
automatic notifications to the fishermen to remind them when the system is open for them to report
in and to let them know whether or not they have been selected to be observed for the following
week.

The Observer Program is currently testing the OTSS. During September, additional testing of the
OTSS call-in system and web-based portal was done by members of the commercial fishing
industry, including those on the Marine Fisheries Commission. Input from the external testers is
being incorporated into the OTSS and the drafting of training materials. An implementation date
in February 2025 is planned. In-person training meetings have been scheduled as outlined below.
Informational packets will be mailed to fishermen who hold an Estuarine Gill Net Permit.

January 16 January 21 January 22
NCDMEF Central District Hatteras Community Building | Dare County Admin. Building
Office 56658 NC Hwy 12 954 Marshall Collins Drive
5285 Hwy 70 West Hatteras Manteo
Morehead City 5:30 p.m. — 7:30 p.m. 5:30 p.m. — 7:30 p.m.
5:30 p.m. — 7:30 p.m.
January 23 January 28 January 30
Pasquotank County Library NCDMF Pamlico District Cape Fear Community
100 East Colonial Avenue Office College
Elizabeth City 943 Washington Square Mall 411 North Front Street
5:30 p.m. — 7:30 p.m. Hwy 17, Washington Wilmington
5:30 p.m. — 7:30 p.m. 5:30 p.m. — 7:30 p.m.

Recent Incidental Take Permit Reports

The previous sea turtle and Atlantic Sturgeon ITPs were effective during summer months of 2024
(June-August). The sea turtle ITP required seasonal reports be submitted to NMFS. The Atlantic
Sturgeon ITP required monthly reports, if there was an observed take, or an email stating there
were no takes. Summary information is provided from the Division’s Protected Resources Program
for observer program activities during summer (June-August) 2024. The summer seasonal report
can be found in the briefing materials. There were no monthly reports submitted as there were no
sturgeon incidental takes during summer months.

Action Needed
For informational purposes only; no action is needed at this time.

Overview of the ITP report

During summer (June-August) 2024, the estuarine anchored large-mesh gill-net fishery remained
closed state-wide. At the beginning of summer, the small-mesh gill-net fishery was open in all
MUs except for MU D1 (Proclamation M-10-2024). Additionally, small-mesh (<5 ISM) gill-net
attendance requirements remained in place from spring. Due to a lack of observed effort and
reports from fishermen, MU A was closed to anchored gill nets on July 29 to ensure compliance
with the ITP (M-14-2024).

During summer, Division staff conducted 22 small-mesh gill-net observations (Table 2). Estimated
observer coverage met or exceeded the ITP-required levels for the small-mesh gill-net fishery in
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all open MUs (i.e., B, C, D2, and E). There were no observed sea turtle or Atlantic sturgeon
interactions during summer.

During the 22 observations, two sea turtle interactions were documented (Table 3). Both observed
sea turtle takes occurred on the same trip in MU B (1 loggerhead; 1 green). They were released
alive. The observed takes did not exceed authorized take levels (Table 4).

Observers and Marine Patrol officers logged 343 unsuccessful attempts to find and observe
anchored gill-net effort (i.e., No-Contact trips) during summer 2024 (Table 5). The No-Contact
trips in MU A highlight the efforts to find fishing activity before the decision was made to close
this MU to small-mesh gill nets.

During summer 2024, 919 phone calls or in-person contacts were made with 33% (n = 303)
representing occasions where observers and fishermen spoke to each other. Of the 303
conversations, 54 of them (18% of conversations) were a result of fishers returning or initiating
phone calls. Nevertheless, only 1% (n = 6) of the 919 contacts resulted in a booked trip.

Table 2. For small-mesh gill nets, estimated percent observer coverage calculated from observed
trips (<4 inches stretched mesh [ISM]) and estimated fishing trips using Trip Ticket
Program data (<5 ISM) by Management Unit during June—August 2024 (summer) of ITP
Year 2024. Management Unit (MU) D1 was closed during spring 2024 and remained
closed during summer. MU A was closed July 29, 2024, due to a lack of observable
effort; estimated fishing trips for MU A are prorated for the months of June and July

only.
Estimated Fishing Percent Observer
Management Unit Trips Observed Trips Coverage
A 127 0 0.0
B 847 12 1.4
C 63 4 6.3
Dl Closed Closed Closed
D2 11 2 18.2
E 155 4 2.6
Total 1,203 22 1.8

Table 3. Summary of observed sea turtle interactions (n = 2) in anchored gill nets during June—
August (summer) 2024 for Incidental Take Permit Year 2024. Note that both sea turtles
were captured during the same trip. MU=Management Unit. CCL=Curved Carapace
Length. CCW=Curved Carapace Width.

Mesh-Size  Latitude  Longitude . . CCL CCW

Date MU Category (N) W) Species Condition (mm)  (mm)
8/16/2024 B Small 34.86608 -76.32107 Loggerhead Alive 537 515
8/16/2024 B Small 34.86560 -76.32079 Green Alive 296 277
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Table 4. Total annual authorized and actual takes (observed and estimated) of sea turtles by species

and, for estimated takes, by condition for the 2024 ITP Year to date (September 2023—
August 2024). Estimated takes denoted with an en dash (-) are for species whose
authorized takes in the ITP are expressed only as counts. Both are listed under “Any

Species.”
Observed (live/dead) Estimated
: Authorized Actual
Species Authorized - Actual Alive Dead Alive Dead
Green 18 3 330 165 52.6 0.0
Hawksbill 8 0 — - — -
Kemp's ridley 12 1 98 49 19.1 0.0
Leatherback 8 0 — — — —
Loggerhead 24 1 - — — -
Any Species 8 2 — — — —
Total 78 7 428 214 71.7 0.0

Table 5. Summary of “No-Contact” trips by Management Unit completed by Marine Patrol and

observers during June—August 2024 (summer) of ITP Year 2024. “No Contact” refers to

unsuccessful attempts to find and observe

anchored gill-net effort. Management Unit

(MU) D1 was closed during spring 2024 and MU A was closed July 29, 2024, due to a

lack of observable effort

Marine Patrol Observer Total
Management Unit No-Contact Trips No-Contact Trips No-Contact Trips
A 63 3 66
B 21 26 47
C 24 4 28
D1 Closed Closed Closed
D2 16 3 19
E 179 4 183
Total 303 40 343

State of North Carolina | Division of Marine Fisheries
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Summary

At their October 2024 meetings, the Marine Fisheries Commission (MFC) Northern, Southern, and
Finfish Advisory Committees will review and provide input on the draft of Amendment 1 to the
Spotted Seatrout Fishery Management Plan (FMP). They will receive public comment on the draft of
Amendment 1 and vote on recommended management options for the MFC. At their November
business meeting, Division staff will present a summary of public comment and any MFC Advisory
Committee management recommendations to the MFC.

Background

The 2022 stock assessment indicated the Spotted Seatrout stock in North Carolina and Virginia
waters is not overfished but overfishing is occurring. The North Carolina Fishery Reform Act of 1997
requires a Fishery Management Plan to specify a timeframe not to exceed two years from the date of
adoption of the plan to end overfishing.

Amendment 1 to the Spotted Seatrout Fishery Management Plan is being developed to address
overfishing in the Spotted Seatrout fishery. Although the 2022 stock assessment covers spotted
seatrout in both North Carolina and Virginia waters, the management unit covered by Amendment 1
is limited to all Spotted Seatrout within the Coastal and Joint Fishing Waters of North Carolina. The
Spotted Seatrout fishery is primarily a recreational fishery, with recreational harvest accounting for
86% of total harvest since 2012. Commercial harvest has accounted for 14% of total Spotted
Seatrout harvest over the same period. However, harvest in both sectors increased sharply in 2019
and has remained high through 2022. As such, management measures to achieve sustainable
harvest focus on both sectors.

Amendment Timing

(gray indicates a step is complete)

March 2023 Division holds public scoping period

May 2023 MFC approves goal and objectives of FMP

May 2023 — March 2024 Division drafts FMP

April 2024 Di.vision held workshop to review a|.1d further dgvelop draft FMP
with the Spotted Seatrout FMP Advisory Committee

May —July 2024 Division updates draft plan

August 2024 MFC Reviews draft and votes on sending draft FMP for public and

AC review
MFC Regional and Standing Advisory Committees meet to review

October 2024 draft FMP and receive public comment
November 2024 MFC selects preferred management options
December 2024 - January 2025 DEQ Secretary and Legislative review of draft FMP
February 2025 MFC votes on final adoption of FMP

TBD DMF and MFC implement management strategies


https://deq.nc.gov/marine-fisheries/fisheries-management/spotted-seatrout/2022-spotted-seatrout-stock-assessment/open

Goals and Objectives

The goal of this plan is to manage the Spotted Seatrout (Cynoscion nebulosus) fishery to maintain a
self-sustaining population that provides sustainable harvest based on science-based decision-
making processes. The following objectives will be used to achieve this goal:

1. Implement management strategies within North Carolina that end overfishing and maintains
the Spotted Seatrout spawning stock abundance and recruitment potential.

2. Promote restoration, enhancement, and protection of critical habitat and environmental
quality in a manner consistent with the Coastal Habitat Protection Plan, to maintain or
increase growth, survival, and reproduction of the Spotted Seatrout stock.

3. Monitor and manage the fishery in a manner that utilizes biological, socioeconomic, fishery,
habitat, and environmental data.

4. Promote outreach and interjurisdictional cooperation regarding the status and management
of the Spotted Seatrout stock in North Carolina and Virginia waters, including practices that
minimize bycatch and discard mortality.

Division of Marine Fisheries Recommendations
A summary of the DMF’s preliminary recommendations can be found below.

The DMF recommends the following options that are projected to end overfishing with a greater than
70% probability of keeping spawning stock biomass (SSB) above the target:

Recreational Recommendations

o 3-fish recreational bag limit (Appendix 2: Sustainable Harvest Issue Paper)

o 147-20” recreational slot limit with allowance for one fish >26” (Appendix 2: Harvest Issue
Paper)

o Jan-Feb statewide recreational harvest closure (Appendix 2: Sustainable Harvest Issue
Paper)

o Eliminate the captain/crew allowance on for-hire trips with no broader vessel limit
(Amendment 3: Supplemental Management Issue Paper)

Commercial Recommendations

o Oct-Dec, 11:59 p.m. Friday to 12:01 a.m. Tuesday statewide commercial harvest closure
(Appendix 2: Sustainable Harvest Issue Paper)
o Jan-Feb statewide commercial harvest closure (Appendix 2: Sustainable Harvest Issue
Paper)
o Stop Net Management (Appendix 2: Sustainable Harvest Issue Paper)
o Stop nets are restricted to the Atlantic Ocean on Bogue Banks and maintain a 4,595
lb. Spotted Seatrout season quota.



o Theseasonwillopen nosoonerthan October 15 and close when the Spotted Seatrout
quotais reached or no later than December 31.

o Stop net crews must contact N.C. DMF Marine Patrol Communication each time a
stop netis set and two hours prior to each time a stop net is fished.

o The same day a stop net is fished and the catch is landed at the fish house, a
representative of the stop net crew must contact DMF Fisheries Management Section
to report the daily total of Spotted Seatrout harvest in pounds as it appears on the trip
ticket. Same day reporting is required even if zero Spotted Seatrout are harvested.

o Failuretofollow reporting requirements will result in an immediate closure of the stop
net fishery.

o The Bogue Banks stop net fishery will be managed by proclamation consistent with
but not limited to prior proclamations

General Recommendations

Adaptive Management

The adaptive management framework allows for adjusting management measures outside of an
updated stock assessment to ensure compliance with and effectiveness of management
strategies adopted in Amendment 1 and is a tool to respond to concerns with stock conditions
and fishery trends. Upon evaluation by the division, if the management strategy implemented to
achieve sustainable harvest (either through Amendment 1 or a subsequent revision) is not
achieving the intended purpose, management measures may be revised or removed and
replaced using adaptive management; provided it conforms to part 2.

o Management measures that may be adjusted using adaptive management include:
a. Seasonclosures

Day of week closures

Trip and vessel limits

Size limits

Bag and vessel limits

Gear restrictions in support of the measures listed in a-e

-0 o0 0CT

Cold Stun Management

o Extend fishery closure until June 30th following a cold stun
o Adaptive Management Framework

Rationale for Division of Marine Fisheries Recommendations

Itis important to remember that spotted seatrout are not overfished; however, overfishing is
occurring in the fishery. N.C. General Statute 113-182.1 states that fishery management plans shall
specify a time period not to exceed two years from the date of adoption of the planto end



overfishing. This distinction shapes the management approach: since the stock does not require
rebuilding, the goal is to reduce fishing effort and harvest.

The 2020 Spotted Seatrout Stock Assessment showed a significant increase in harvest and total
removals in biological year 2019 compared to previous years. While biological year 2019 was
originally an outlier, recent harvest trends show it is not. Biological years 2019, 2020, 2021, and
2022 represent the four highest years of harvest and total removals in the entire timeseries (1991-
2023) with total removals in 2020 replacing 2019 total removals as the timeseries high. Biological
year 2023 experienced a small decline in harvest and total removals; however, recreational harvest
through Wave 4 of biological year 2024 is on track to reach a new time series high for both harvest
and total removals. Fishing effort, measured by the number of trips, has also increased
recreationally and commercially.

The spotted seatrout fishery has faced unprecedented levels of harvest and total removals since
2019. While the population level effects of increased harvest in these years cannot be determined
outside of an updated stock assessment, it is DMF’s position that management of the spotted
seatrout stock proceed with a precautious management approach. N.C. General Statute 113-182.1
states that fishery management plans shall specify a time period not to exceed two years from the
date of adoption of the plan to end overfishing. Taking precautionary actions now helps ensure the
long-term sustainability of the stock under higher fishing effort. Proactive management reduces the
likelihood of more drastic measures or management strategies being necessary in years to come
and is projected to maintain the stock at current levels of high spawning stock biomass.

Recreational Recommendations

Slot Limit

A slot limit as a standalone measure does nothing to address increased fishing effort. As more
anglers enter the fishery, management that does not account for increased effort is unlikely to
succeed long-term.

Implementing a spotted seatrout slot limit as a standalone measure is also unlikely to achieve the
harvest reduction needed to end overfishing. On paper, it is technically possible to end overfishing
through implementation of a slot limit given the slot is narrow enough. A 16”-20” slot with an
allowance for one fish >24” was suggested at the Spotted Seatrout Advisory Committee Workshop
and was the recreational management option recommended by the Finfish Advisory Committee.
While a slot limit may initially reduce harvest levels, the effectiveness will likely diminish over time.
In the short term, fewer fish will be harvested because individuals that are too small or too large will
not be harvested. However, size limit increases rarely result in long term harvest reductions but
instead act to delay harvest of those newly sublegal fish until they grow back into the fishery. . The
realized reduction will then be lower than intended.

Implementing a maximum size limit as part of a slot limit likely provides a longer-term reduction in
harvest. However, introducing a trophy allowance could counter this benefit because more larger
fish will be available within trophy limits. Additionally, implementing a recreational slot limit without



a size limit change in the commercial fishery may result in more larger being harvested
commercially undermining the goal of reducing overall harvest through a slot limit alone.

A slot limit as a standalone measure fails to address the issue of increased fishing effort. Without
additional strategies to decrease fishing effort and harvest, any reduction from a narrow slot limit
will likely be undermined by increased fishing pressure. Considering the public’s desire for a slot
limit, spotted seatrout biology, and input received from the Spotted Seatrout Advisory Committee
Workshop, DMF developed the recommended 14”-20” slot with an allowance for 1 fish >26” in
combination with other management strategies (3-fish bag limit, January-February season closure).
The slot limit was combined with other management strategies due to concerns discussed above
and in the sections that follow. Combining these measures enhances the prospect of harvest
reductions being realized and ending overfishing.

Bag Limit

To more effectively address overfishing, a 3-fish bag limit is recommended alongside a slot limit and
season closure. This measure directly reduces the number of fish each angler can harvest per day,
which directly decreases harvest.

Season Closure

In addition to a slot limit and a bag limit, DMF recommends a January-February season closure to
further reduce fishing effort and harvest. Throughout development of Amendment 1, recreational
anglers have indicated a strong preference for not managing the spotted seatrout fishery using a
season closure. In many cases, a caveat was included that if a season closure is implemented, it
should be as short as possible. Every member of the Spotted Seatrout Advisory Committee who
spoke about season closures expressed a preference for not having a closure but wanted as short a
closure as possible if such management was deemed necessary, with one member suggesting a
season closure of less than 90 days would be most palatable if necessary.

The most effective period to close a fishery is at the end of the fishing year or when most removals
occur. The spotted seatrout fishery is historically most active during the fall and early winter
months with most landings occurring from October-December. However, the fishing or biological
year is from March through February of the following year, meaning a closure in the fall and early
winter would not occur at the end of the fishing year allowing for recoupment of harvest after the
season reopens. Additionally, the public and the Spotted Seatrout Advisory Committee expressed
the importance of maintaining access to the fishery during this period. Considering input received,
the timing of the biological year, and balancing the desire for a short season closure while
maintaining the effectiveness of that season closure, DMF recommends a January-February
closure.

To account for the unprecedented levels of spotted seatrout harvest and total removals since the
stock assessment, the high potential for harvest recoupment with other management strategies,
and unchecked effort increases in recent years, DMF considers a season closure to be the most
effective and efficient management option to reduce effort and harvest as more anglers enter the
fishery. A winter season closure provides additional benefits including:



- Protection of spawning capable spotted seatrout while they are aggregated and susceptible
to increased harvest and cold stuns.

- Alarger harvest reduction in a shorter amount of time as opposed to a longer season
closure during the spring and summer months to achieve the same harvest reduction.

During the season closure, increased catch-and-release activity may resultin increased dead
discards. However, the discard mortality rate will likely be lower during the winter closure compared
to other seasons due to higher dissolved oxygen levels and cooler water temperatures. Additionally,
the number of dead discards will be lower than the number of fish that would have otherwise been
harvested had a season closure not been implemented. The Division will continue Ethical Angling
outreach which includes education on best handling and fishing practices that can increase the
survival of released fish.

Commercial Recommendations

Slot Limit

Neither a size limit increase nor a slot limit would be an effective form of management in the
commercial spotted seatrout fishery. Additionally, a size or slot limit in the commercial fishery does
not address increasing effort. DMF does not recommend a size or slot limit in the commercial
spotted seatrout fishery.

Trip Limit

Achieving the necessary reductions through lowering the commercial spotted seatrout trip limit
alone is not realistic. Additionally, a more restrictive trip limit in the commercial fishery does not
address increasing effort. DMF does not recommend changing the current 75-fish trip limit in the
commercial spotted seatrout fishery. In 2014, the Finfish Advisory Committee voted to include in
the next FMP update a discussion of allowing two commercial license holders fishing one set of
gear on a single boat to harvest two commercial limits of spotted seatrout. This discussion is
included in Amendment 1; however, such a change to the spotted seatrout trip limit is likely to
increase commercial harvest. As management measures in Amendment 1 are designed to reduce
harvest, DMF does not recommend allowing multiple commercial trip limits per vessel.

Season Closure

Throughout development of Amendment 1, input from the public and Advisory Committees has
consistently shown interest in aligning spotted seatrout and striped mullet management. The
shared seasonality and use of similar gear types in both fisheries make this alignment desirable to
stakeholders as it could simplify regulations, reduce user conflict, and reduce discards. Spotted
seatrout are the most common incidental catch in the striped mullet fishery and vice versa.
However, spotted seatrout life history would limit the effectiveness of aligning the two closures
completely. In the late fall and early winter, as striped mullet begin to move into the ocean to
spawn, spotted seatrout begin aggregating in the upper estuary. In other words, striped mullet
migration patterns in the late fall and early winter allow for escapement while spotted seatrout
migration patterns during this same time make them more susceptible to harvest. A shiftin
commercial effort to weekdays would likely lead to a high degree of recoupment in the spotted



seatrout fishery with the potential to greatly decrease the expected reductions from matching the
weekend closures in Amendment 2 to the Striped Mullet FMP. A January-February closure reduces
fishing pressure while spotted seatrout are aggregated and more vulnerable to harvest.

Additionally, a January-February commercial closure aligns with the recommended closure in the
recreational fishery and balances the most effective management with minimal disruption to
fishery. Should the commercial spotted seatrout fishery not close in January-February, reductions
from a recreational closure will likely not meet the necessary reductions to end overfishing.

Adaptive Management

Adaptive Management would be a valuable tool for the management of the spotted seatrout fishery,
offering a more responsive and proactive approach compared to the traditional Fishery
Management Plan (FMP) review process. One common concern is that the current process of
conducting a full FMP review takes too long, which can delay necessary adjustments to
management strategies. Adaptive Management provides a solution by allowing the Division to
adjust management measures between full FMP reviews through the Director’s proclamation
authority. This flexibility is driven by science-based metrics, including both fishery-independent and
fishery-dependent data.

If science-driven metrics indicate that current management measures are not achieving
sustainable harvest goals, Adaptive Management would allow the Director to make timely changes
to management strategies such as season and day of week closures, trip and bag limits, size and
slot limits, and gear regulations, all within the scope defined by Amendment 1. The ability to adjust
management between full FMP reviews enables the Division to address issues before they become
critical, preventing the need for more drastic and disruptive measures during the next review cycle.
By incorporating Adaptive Management, the Division can proactively respond to shifting fishery
conditions, maintaining sustainable harvest goals and ensuring the long-term viability of the
spotted seatrout population. This approach not only increases the resilience of fishery
management but also reinforces science-based, flexible management practices that benefit both
the fishery and its stakeholders. The Division recommends adopting the Adaptive Management
Framework.

Management Options
(Options recommended by DMF are outlined in blue)

Sustainable Harvest

These management options attempt to strike a balance between access to the fishery for both
sectors, the necessary harvest reduction to end overfishing, accounting for potential harvest
recoupment, and maintaining the current abundance of Spotted Seatrout available. Additionally,
management in the recently adopted Amendment 2 to the Striped Mullet Fishery Management Plan
was considered as there is a high degree of overlap in the seasonality and gear types used in the



commercial Striped Mullet and Spotted Seatrout fisheries. These options are predicted to reduce
harvest of Spotted Seatrout in ways that are quantifiable using existing data.

A 19.9% reduction in total harvest relative to 2019-2022 total harvest is required to reach the fishing
mortality threshold and meet the statutory requirement to end overfishing while a harvest reduction
of 53.9% is required to reach the fishing mortality target. Because of spikes in effort across both
sectorsinrecent years and the potential for harvest recoupment from some management measures,
the Division recommends a precautionary approach to increase the likelihood of achieving
sustainable harvest.

Option 1: Size Limits
(Refer to pp. 47-51 in the Draft Spotted Seatrout FMP Amendment 1 for additional details)

Changing the current Spotted Seatrout minimum size of 14” is unlikely to reach the needed
harvest reduction to meet statutory requirements. Additionally, the reduction fromincreasing the
minimum size is most likely to be achieved in the shortterm while the long term harvest reduction
is lower with some portion of harvest being recouped. A delay in harvest could provide non-
quantifiable benefits by allowing more fish to spawn prior to harvest. However, Spotted Seatrout
growth rates would likely minimize these non-quantifiable benefits as sub-legal fish grow quickly
back into the fishery. Harvest reduction from a slot limit is more likely to be realized in the long
term as Spotted Seatrout would grow out of the fishery relatively quickly. Implementing a slot
limit for the commercial sector would likely increase dead discards. Pairing a slot limit with
corresponding changes to allowable mesh sizes could prove ineffective at reducing dead
discards due to the lack of size selectivity across various mesh sizes (Page 30 of Draft
Amendment 1). A very narrow slot limit, even if implemented for just the recreational sector,
could theoretically reduce total harvest more than the 19.9% reduction needed to reach Frnreshold
(Page 51 of draft Amendment 1, Table 2.3). However, size limit changes alone will not address the
potential for increased dead discards, the high recoupment potential if commercial harvest
shifted toward larger fish, and the recent trend of increased effort in both sectors. For a full
discussion of size limits, see pp. 46-52 in draft Amendment 1.

a. Status Quo - no change to commercial size limit. Consider recreational size limit
changes as a part of the overall management strategy to achieve sustainable harvest but
not as a single solution option.

b. Recreational 16"-20" slot limit with allowance for one fish over 24” and commercial 16”
minimum size limit

Option 2: Seasonal Closures
(Refer to pp. 51-52 in the Draft Spotted Seatrout FMP Amendment 1 for additional details)

Seasonal closures can be an effective way of limiting harvest, especially when closures are at
the end of the biological year to prevent recoupment of harvest. It is possible to end overfishing
through a closure that spans the spawning season (p. 54 of draft Amendment 1, Table 2.4),
however; it is likely some amount of recoupment would occur after the season closure. A
spawning season closure would also have to be longer than a winter closure (i.e., a closure at the



end of the biological year) to reduce harvest to a level that will meet management objectives.
Closures not at the end of the biological year should be extended or paired with other
management options to increase the likelihood of reaching management objectives. Day of the
week closures are a type of season closure and could be used for the commercial sector to
reduce harvest. Similar to other seasonal closure options not at the end of the biological year,
there is the potential for harvest recoupment if commercial effort shifts to days when the fishery
is open. Day of the week closures could be considered in tandem with other management
measures to ensure management objectives are met. See pp. 52-56 of draft Amendment 1 for a
full discussion of seasonal closures.

a. Status Quo —manage fishery without seasonal harvest closure
Dec 16 — Feb 28/29 harvest closure (both sectors)

c. 11:59 p.m. Friday-12:01 a.m. Tuesday commercial harvest closure October 1-December
31 and Jan 1-February commercial harvest closure. Consider recreational seasonal
closures as a part of the overall management strategy to achieve sustainable harvest but
notas a single solution option.

d. Nov 1-Feb 28/29 harvest closure (both sectors)

Option 3: Bag and Trip Limits
(Refer to pp. 55-58 in the Draft Spotted Seatrout FMP Amendment 1 for additional details)

It is possible to reduce total Spotted Seatrout harvest to reach the Fresnoa by decreasing the
recreational bag and commercial trip limits, but itis not possible to reduce total harvest to reach
the Fraget through changes to the bag or trip limits alone (draft Amendment 1 pp. 56 and 58, Tables
2.6 and 2.7). Any recreational bag or commercial trip limit would be a daily limit. Recreational
bag and commercial trip limit changes could be accompanied by gear changes or limits to
allowable gear (See Amendment 1 Appendix 1 and Appendix 3) to minimize the probableincrease
in dead discards caused by bag or trip limit changes. For a full discussion of bag and trip limit
options, see pp. 56-59 of draft Amendment 1.

a. Status Quo - manage fishery without changes to current trip limit and consider
recreational bag limit changes as a part of the overall management strategy to achieve
sustainable harvest but not as a single solution option.

b. Reduce recreational bag limit to 2 fish and commercial trip limit to 45 fish

Option 4: Stop Nets
(Refer to pp. 58-59 in the Draft Spotted Seatrout FMP Amendment 1 for additional details)

The stop net fishery is a modification of a traditional beach seine that primarily targets Striped
Mullet and is unique to Bogue Banks. The 2012 Spotted Seatrout FMP implemented a 75 fish trip
limit, but the MFC tasked the DMF Director with addressing the stop net fishery outside the 2012
FMP. Since 2012, the Bogue Banks stop net fishery has opened and closed by proclamation and
operates with a 4,595 lb. Spotted Seatrout quota with various reporting requirements outlined in
a Memorandum of Agreement (MOA) signed by a party of the fishery and the DMF Fisheries



Management Section Chief. Due to the strict existing management of this fishery, the potential
for additional harvest reduction from the recently adopted Amendment 2 to the Striped Mullet
FMP, and the low contribution to Spotted Seatrout landings under current management,
additional harvest restrictions may not be necessary for the stop net fishery. However,
formalizing current management of the stop net fishery should be considered in this
amendment. See Spotted Seatrout FMP Amendment 1 pp. 58-59 for a full discussion of stop net
management.

a. Status quo - 4,595 |b. season quota with terms and conditions of stop net fishery and
responsibilities of the stop net crew outlined in Memorandum of Agreement.

b. Stop nets are restricted to the Atlantic Ocean on Bogue Banks and maintain a 4,595 (b.
Spotted Seatrout season quota. The season will open no sooner than October 15 and
close no later than the sooner of December 31 or when the Spotted Seatrout quota is
reached. Any weekend closures to commercial harvestimplemented in Option 2 will also
apply to the Bogue Banks stop net fishery. Stop net crews must contact N.C. DMF Marine
Patrol Communication each time a stop net is set and at least two hours prior to each
time a stop netis fished. The same day a stop net is fished and the catch is landed at the
fish house, a representative of the stop net crew must contact DMF Fisheries
Management Section to report the daily total of Spotted Seatrout harvest in pounds as it
appears on the trip ticket. Same day reporting is required even if zero Spotted Seatrout
are harvested. Failure to follow reporting requirements will result in an immediate closure
of the stop net fishery. The stop net fishery will be managed by proclamation consistent
with but not limited to previous proclamations.

Option 5/6: Combination Management Measures
(Refer to pp. 59-62 in the Draft Spotted Seatrout FMP Amendment 1 for additional details)

Combining multiple strategies to achieve management goals is common in fisheries
management. Multiple management measures rather than a single, standalone management
measure allow for more specific, targeted management to account for a variety of factors
including species life history and biology, differences in the fishery (e.g., industry, regional, etc.),
or competing interests in the fishery, and better minimize recoupment. As there are few
standalone management measures to end overfishing in the Spotted Seatrout fishery,
combination measures will help ensure managementis realistic and management objectives are
more likely to be achieved. See pp. 59-62 of the Spotted Seatrout FMP Amendment 1 for a full
discussion of combination management measures.



Table 2.8.

Combination Management Measures

Combination management measures to end overfishing and achieve sustainable harvest. The Total % Reduction column shows the total percent reduction if no

changes to commercial management are implemented. Unless otherwise noted, season closures or bag limit reductions include the entirety of the month. *Total
reduction does not reduce F to the 19.9% threshold (options 1.a, and 1.b). Harvest reduction in pounds is based on 2019-2022 average recreational harvest.

Option #

Season Closure

Bag Limit (number

Size Limit

Recreational

Recreational

Total %

of fish)

Reduction (Ib)

Reduction (%)

Reduction

5.a Jan-Feb Oct-Dec 3 fish - 738,113 22.1 18.9*
5.b Nov-Feb 3fish 16” minimum 741,453 22.2 19.0*
5.c - Oct-Feb 3 fish 14-20”, 1 over 26” 824,950 24.7 21.1
5.d Jan 16-Feb - 14-20”, 1 over 26” 935,166 28.0 23.9
5.e Dec 16-Feb 3 fish - 1,015,323 30.4 26.0
5.f Jan-Feb - 14-20”, 1 over 26” 1,078,781 32.3 27.6
5.¢g Jan-Feb Oct-Dec 3 fish 14-20”, 1 over 26” 1,205,696 36.1 30.9
5.h Apr-Jun 3 fish 14-20”, 1 over 26” 1,292533 38.7 33.1
5.i Jan-Feb 3 fish 14-20”, 1 over 26” 1,319,252 39.5 33.8
5.j Dec 16-Feb 3 fish 14-20”, 1 over 26” 1,436,148 43.0 36.7
5.k Apr-Jul 3 fish 14-20”, 1 over 26” 1,439,488 43.1 36.8
5.1 Dec-Feb 2 fish 14-20”, 1 over 26” 1,923,770 57.6 49.2

Table 2.9

Combination management measures to end overfishing and achieve sustainable harvest. The Total % Reduction column shows the total percent reduction if no
recreational management changes are implemented. No management options applied solely to the commercial sector reduce total harvest to a level where F meets
the 19.9% threshold. Unless otherwise noted, seasonal closures include the entirety of the month. Harvest reduction in pounds is based on 2019-2022 average

commercial harvest.

Option # Season Closure Trip Limit Size Limit Commercial Commercial Total %

(number of fish) Reduction (Ib) Reduction (%) Reduction
6.a Jan 16-Feb 60 - 131,210 23.1 3.4
6.b Jan-Feb 65 - 145,979 25.7 3.7
6.c Jan-Feb - 16” min 149,955 26.4 3.8
6.d Feb 45 - 164,155 28.9 4.2
6.e Jan 16-Feb 45 - 193,124 34.0 4.9
6.f Jan-Feb 50 - 197,100 34.7 5.0
6.g Dec 16-Feb 60 - 202,780 35.7 5.2
6.h Dec-Feb 40 - 314,110 55.3 8.0




Option 7: Adaptive Management

The current Spotted Seatrout adaptive management framework needs to be updated. Adaptive
management is a structured decision-making process when uncertainty exists, with the
objective of reducing uncertainty through time with monitoring. Adaptive management provides
flexibility to incorporate new information and accommodate alternative and/or additional
actions.

1. The adaptive management framework allows for adjusting management measures
outside of an updated stock assessment to ensure compliance with and effectiveness of
management strategies adopted in Amendment 1 and is a tool to respond to concerns
with stock conditions and fishery trends. Upon evaluation by the division, if the
management strategy implemented to achieve sustainable harvest (either through
Amendment 1 or a subsequent revision) is not achieving the intended purpose,
management measures may be revised or removed and replaced using adaptive
management; provided it conforms to part 2.

2. Management measures that may be adjusted using adaptive management include:

a. Seasonclosures

Day of week closures

Trip and vessel limits

Size limits

Bag and vessel limits

Gear restrictions in support of the measures listed in a-e

-0 a00CT

Supplemental Management

As a result of the popularity of Spotted Seatrout as a targeted species; Marine Fisheries
Commission (MFC) commissioners, MFC Advisory Committee members, and the public have
mentioned a wide variety of potential recreational and commercial management strategies that
could benefit the Spotted Seatrout stock but the scope of which are not immediately
quantifiable. The increase in recreational trips targeting Spotted Seatrout and increased total
Spotted Seatrout harvest in recent years combined with the presence of a dedicated catch and
release segment of the recreational fishery suggest that even management measures lacking
immediately quantifiable benefits are worth exploring. Additionally, there are management
measures that could provide supplementary benefits when paired with sustainable harvest
measures discussed in Appendix 2.

Option 1: Recreational Vessel Limits
(Refer to pp. 71-72 in the Draft Spotted Seatrout FMP Amendment 1 for additional details)

Limiting the harvest of fish through a vessel limit less than the sum of individual bag limits when
multiple anglers are on a vessel or by eliminating the allowance for captain and crew to keep a



recreational limit when on for-hire trips are common practices in many state and federal
fisheries. For a full discussion of vessel limits, see pp. 68-69 of draft Amendment 1.

a. Status Quo - Manage fishery without changes to the recreational vessel limit or for-hire
captain/crew allowance

b. Eliminate captain/crew allowance for Spotted Seatrout on for-hire trips with no broader
recreational vessel limit

c. Implement 8 fish Spotted Seatrout recreational vessel limit with captain/crew allowance
on for-hire trips counted as part of vessel limit.

Option 2: Commercial Vessel Limits

At their April 2014 meeting, the MFC Finfish Advisory Committee (AC), while acting as the Striped
Mullet AC, passed a motion to recommend allowing two commercial fishing license holders fishing
from the same vessel using one set of gear to harvest two commercial limits of spotted seatrout. At
their May 2014 business meeting, the MFC voted to include discussion of the Finfish AC
recommendation in the next scheduled Spotted Seatrout FMP rather than reopening the plan for an
amendment. It is very likely that adopting the 2014 Finfish recommendation would increase harvest
in the Spotted Seatrout fishery. For a full discussion of commercial vessel limits, see pp. 76-77 of
draft Amendment 1.

a) Status Quo - Maintain current management of one 75 fish trip limit per vessel per day.

b) Allow two commercial license holders fishing on one boat with one set of gear to harvest
two commercial limits of Spotted Seatrout.

Cold Stun Management

Spotted Seatrout are susceptible to periodic cold stun events which occur when water gets so
cold that it slows down a fish’s body functions, making them sluggish or unable to move. In North
Carolina, Spotted Seatrout are more likely than other commercially and recreationally important
fish species to experience population-level effects from these events. Cold stun events can
occur because of snow and ice melt following a winter storm or by sudden and-or prolonged
periods of cold temperatures. At their February 2012 business meeting, the Marine Fisheries
Commission (MFC) directed the division to remain status quo regarding spotted seatrout cold
stun management, with the assumption that in the event of a “catastrophic” cold stun the
director would use proclamation authority to enact a temporary closure. The objective of a
spotted seatrout fishery closure after a cold stun event s to allow surviving fish an opportunity to
spawn during their spring spawning season, potentially increasing recruitment the following year.
Cold stun management options include size limits (draft Amendment 1 pp. 79-80), recreational
bag and commercial trip limits (draft Amendment 1 pp. 80-81), seasonal closures (draft
Amendment 1 pp. 81-82), area closures (draft Amendment 1 pp. 82-83), and an adaptive
management framework (draft Amendment 1 pp. 83-84).



Option 1: Season Closures
(Refer to pp. 83-84 in the Draft Spotted Seatrout FMP Amendment 1 for additional details)
a. Status quo -fishery closed until June 15 following a cold stun

| b. Extend fishery closure until June 30 following a cold stun |
c. Extend fishery closure until October 15 following a cold stun

Option 2: Size Limits
(Refer to pp. 79-80 in the Draft Spotted Seatrout FMP Amendment 1 for additional details)

| a. Status quo - no size limit change following a cold stun |
b. Temporary adjustment of size and-or slot limits following a cold stun

Option 3: Bag and Trip Limits
(Refer to pp. 84-85 in the Draft Spotted Seatrout FMP Amendment 1 for additional details)

| a. Status quo-norecreational bag or commercial trip limit changes following a cold stun |
b. Temporary adjustment of recreational bag or commercial trip limits following a cold stun

Option 4: Adaptive Management Framework
(Refer to pp. 86-87 in the Draft Spotted Seatrout FMP Amendment 1 for additional details)

1. If a severe cold stun event occurs the Director will close the spotted seatrout fishery
statewide through the date adopted in this Amendment
2. Temporary measures that may be implemented through adaptive managementto aid in stock
recovery after the standard closure period following a cold stun event include:
a. recreational bag limit
commercial trip limit
size limit changes
seasonal closure
gill net yardage restrictions
Use of adaptive managementto further aid in stock recovery once the fishery reopens
following a cold stun event is contingent on approval by the Marine Fisheries
Commission.

-0 o0 T

Next Steps

The Division will consider input received during the public comment period and AC review prior to
finalizing recommendations. Comments received during the comment period and AC
recommendations, as well as the Division’s final management recommendations, will be presented



to the MFC during their November business meeting. At that meeting, the MFC will select their
preferred management options.
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INTRODUCTION

This is Amendment 1 to the Spotted Seatrout Fishery Management Plan (FMP). FMPs
are the ultimate product that brings all information and management considerations into
one document. The N.C. Division of Marine Fisheries (NCDMF) prepares FMPs for
adoption by the N.C. Marine Fisheries Commission (NCMFC) for all commercially and
recreationally significant species or fisheries that comprise state marine or estuarine
resources. The goal of these FMPs is to ensure long-term viability of these fisheries. By
law, each FMP must be reviewed at least once every five years (G.S. 113-182.1). The
NCDMF reviews each FMP annually and a comprehensive review is undertaken
approximately every five years. The last comprehensive review of the Spotted Seatrout
FMP was approved by the NCMFC in 2012. All management authority for the North
Carolina Spotted Seatrout fishery is vested in the State of North Carolina. The NCMFC
adopts rules and policies and implements management measures for the Spotted
Seatrout fishery in Coastal and Joint Fishing Waters in accordance with G.S. 113-182.1.
Until Amendment 1 is approved for management, Spotted Seatrout is managed under the

Fishery Management Plan History

Original FMP Adoption: February 2012

Amendments: None

Revisions: None

Supplements: Supplement A to the 2012 FMP — February 2014
Information Updates: None

Schedule Changes: None

Comprehensive Review: Five years after the adoption of Amendment 1

The original Spotted Seatrout FMP (NCDMF 2012) and Supplement A to the 2012 FMP
(NCDMF 2014) are available on the NCDMF website.

Management Unit

The management unit includes all Spotted Seatrout within the Coastal and Joint Fishing
Waters of North Carolina.

Goal and Objectives

The goal of this plan is to manage the Spotted Seatrout (Cynoscion nebulosus) fishery to
maintain a self-sustaining population that provides sustainable harvest based on science-
based decision-making processes. The following objectives will be used to achieve this
goal.


https://www.deq.nc.gov/about/divisions/marine-fisheries/managing-fisheries/fishery-management-plans
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1. Implement management strategies within North Carolina that end overfishing and
maintain the Spotted Seatrout spawning stock abundance and recruitment
potential.

2. Promote restoration, enhancement, and protection of critical habitat and
environmental quality in a manner consistent with the Coastal Habitat
Protection Plan, to maintain or increase growth, survival, and reproduction of
the Spotted Seatrout stock.

3. Monitor and manage the fishery in a manner that utilizes biological,
socioeconomic, fishery, habitat, and environmental data.

4. Promote outreach and interjurisdictional cooperation regarding the status and
management of the Spotted Seatrout stock in North Carolina and Virginia
waters, including practices that minimize bycatch and discard mortality.,
including practices that minimize bycatch and discard mortality.

DESCRIPTION OF THE STOCK

Biological Profile

Spotted seatrout, also known as speckled trout, are an estuarine fish species that inhabit
rivers, estuaries, and shallow coastal systems. Spotted seatrout are found in coastal
waters ranging from Massachusetts to southern Florida continuing throughout the Gulf of
Mexico but are most abundant in the mid-Atlantic and southeastern regions of the United
States. Genetic markers in North Carolina fish suggest mixing between two genetically
distinct populations: one population from Georgia to the Cape Fear River, North Carolina
and a another that expands north from Bogue Sound, North Carolina (Ellis et al., 2018;
O’Donnell et al., 2014).

Spotted seatrout have distinct seasonal migrations. In the winter, fish migrate to shallow
estuarine habitats (Ellis, 2014). As waters warm, fish will return to oyster beds, shallow
bays, and grass flats (Daniel, 1988). Although Spotted Seatrout seasonally migrate,
based on tag return studies, most individuals exhibit strong site fidelity traveling less than
50 km (Music, 1981; Ellis, 2014; Moulton et al., 2017; Loeffler et al., 2019).

Spawning occurs from April to October with peak spawning occurring in May and June
(Burns, 1996). Spawning generally occurs near inlets or within estuaries. Because
Spotted Seatrout are batch spawners, females are capable of spawning multiple times
throughout the season. Fish mature between the ages of one and three. Younger, newly
matured fish may spawn every four days while fish older than three years may spawn
every two days (Roumillat & Brouwer, 2004). Estimates of the number of eggs a female
can produce in a year vary based on age and size but ranges between 3-20 million eggs
per year (Nieland et al., 2002; Roumillat & Brouwer, 2004; Murphy et al., 2010). Most
male Spotted Seatrout in North Carolina are mature at 7.9 inches total length (TL) and
most females are mature at 9.9 inches TL. All males are mature at 12 inches and all
females are mature at 15 inches.

North Carolina’s state record is currently a 12.5 pound, 33.5-inch fish caught from the
lower Neuse River in 2022. The annual average size of Spotted Seatrout from 1991-2021

3


https://www.deq.nc.gov/news/press-releases/2022/02/14/state-certifies-new-state-record-speckled-trout
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ranged from 14.4 to 18.3 inches in North Carolina’s commercial fisheries and 14.2to 17.6
inches in the recreational fishery. Spotted seatrout can live as long as ten years old. The
oldest, otolith-based age of both male and female fish reported in North Carolina is 9
years old.

Spotted seatrout are especially susceptible to cold stun events, times in which water
temperatures drop below what fish can survive. The effect of cold stuns on Spotted
Seatrout abundance depends on the severity and duration of the event. The impact can
be minimal if only sub-adults are affected, if the event is localized to a few areas, or if the
event is short lived. Cold stun events can have a substantial impact if all size classes are
affected, if larger areas are affected, or if the event lasts for an extended period.
Interannual Spotted Seatrout abundance can be driven by cold stun events that cause
large losses to the stock, which can prompt management to suspend both recreational
and commercial harvests (Hurst, 2007; NCDMF, 2012).

These fish are known to be highly opportunistic predators, feeding on a variety of prey
items depending on their size and availability. Their diet mainly consists of small fish,
shrimp, crabs, and other invertebrates. Spotted seatrout are ambush predators, relying
on camouflage and patience to wait for prey to come within striking distance. They are
most active during dusk and dawn.

Assessment Methodology

A seasonal size-structured assessment model was applied to data characterizing
commercial and recreational landings and discards, fisheries-independent survey indices,
and biological data collected from 1991 through 2019. A nonstationary process was
assumed for natural mortality and growth in the model. The seasonal time step and
nonstationary natural mortality assumption allows for capturing the cold-stun effects that
have been observed for Spotted Seatrout. Both the observed data and model predictions
suggest a shift in population dynamics around 2004 when the fisheries-independent
survey index data became available. Lower fishing mortality and higher spawning stock
biomass and recruitment with greater variation were predicted for the period after 2004.
This trend was also observed in the recreational landing and discards data which
exhibited higher values after 2004.

Stock Status

Reference point thresholds for the Spotted Seatrout stock were based on 20% spawner
potential ratio (SPR). Due to large uncertainty in the terminal year (2019) estimates, a
weighted average of the estimates over the most recent three years (2017-2019) was
used to represent the terminal year estimate for determination of stock status. The
estimates of 2017-2019 from the base model were weighted by the inverse of their CV
values before calculating the average. The threshold and target values for the terminal
year were also averaged over 2017-2019. The estimated F threshold F20% was 0.60 per
year, and the estimated terminal year (2019) F was 0.75 per year. Thus, the estimated
FIF20% for 2019 is greater than one (1.3), suggesting the stock is currently experiencing
overfishing (Figure 11). The estimated SSB threshold (SSB20%) for 2019 was 1,143
metric tons, and the estimated 2019 SSB was 2,259 metric tons. Therefore, the estimated
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SSB/SSB20% for 2019 is greater than one (2.0), suggesting the stock is not currently
overfished (Figure 22).
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Figure 1. Annual predicted fishing mortality relative to the fishing mortality threshold (F/F20) from the

base model of the stock assessment, biological years (Mar—Feb) 1991-2019. The
horizontal black line shows a ratio of one. The terminal-year estimate is an average of the
most recent three years weighted by the inverse CV values.
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Figure 1. Annual predicted spawning stock biomass (metric tons) relative to the spawning stock

biomass threshold (SSB/SSB20) from the base model of the stock assessment, biological
years (Mar—Feb) 1991-2019. The horizontal black line shows a ratio of one. The terminal-
year estimate is an average of the most recent three years weighted by the inverse CV
values.
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DESCRIPTION OF THE FISHERY

Additional in-depth analyses and discussion of North Carolina’s commercial and
recreational Spotted Seatrout fisheries can be found in the original Spotted Seatrout FMP
and Supplement A (NCDMF 2012 and 2014); all FMP_documents are available on the
DMEFE Fishery Management Plans website and commercial and recreational landings can
be found in the License and Statistics Annual Report (NCDMF 2023) produced by the
DMF which can be found on the DMF Fisheries Statistics page.

Recreational and commercial landings are typically variable from year to year and are
influenced by winter weather conditions (i.e., low harvest follows severe winters) and fish
availability. Confirmed cold stun events, with varying severity, occurred in 1995, 2000,
2001, 2003, 2004, 2009, 2010, 2014, 2015, 2018, and 2022 (Table 1). Since cold stuns
typically occur in December and January (the end of the biological year), their impacts to
recreational and commercial landings are experienced the following year.

Table 1. Confirmed Spotted Seatrout cold stun events and fishery closure dates, 1995-2022.
Calendar Year Month Biological Year Closure Fishery Closure Dates*
1995 December 1995 No -
2000 January 1999 No -
2001 January 2000 No -
2003 January 2002 No -
2004 December 2004 No -
2010 January 2009 No -
2010 December 2010 Yes Jan. 14 - June 15, 2011
2014 January 2013 Yes Feb. 5 - June 14, 2014
2015 February 2014 No -
2018 January 2017 Yes Jan. 5 - June 14, 2018
2022 December 2022 No -

Commercial Fishery

DMF instituted a mandatory, dealer-based, trip-level, reporting system known as the
North Carolina Trip Ticket Program (NCTTP) for all commercial species in 1994. All
seafood landed in North Carolina and sold by licensed commercial fishermen must be
reported on a trip ticket by a licensed seafood dealer. For more information about
licensing requirements for purchasing and selling seafood in North Carolina and how
commercial fishing data were collected prior to 1994, please refer to the DMF License
and Statistics Section Annual Report (NCDMF, 2023). In 2022, 138 seafood dealers
reported Spotted Seatrout on trip tickets, landed by 701 fishery participants during 11,695
fishing trips (Figure 33).


https://www.deq.nc.gov/about/divisions/marine-fisheries/managing-fisheries/fishery-management-plans#SpottedSeatrout-FMPunderreview-8728
https://www.deq.nc.gov/about/divisions/marine-fisheries/managing-fisheries/fishery-management-plans#SpottedSeatrout-FMPunderreview-8728
https://www.deq.nc.gov/marine-fisheries/science-statistics/fisheries-statistics/big-book/2023-annual-report/open
https://www.deq.nc.gov/about/divisions/marine-fisheries/science-and-statistics/fisheries-statistics
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Figure 2. Annual number of trips and participants for the North Carolina Spotted Seatrout fishery

from 1994 to 2022.
Annual Landings and Value

In recent years (2012 to 2022), total landings averaged 361,656 pounds per year (Figure
44). The lowest landings during this period was 115,547 pounds in 2015 and the highest
was 654,327 pounds in 2021. Spotted seatrout landings have increased in recent years,
exceeding 650,000 pounds in 2020 and 2021. Annual dockside value of Spotted Seatrout
commercial landings averaged $891,180 from 2012 to 2022. Annual dockside value was
lowest in 2015 at $290,709 and reached a high of just under $1.7 million in 2021.
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Figure 4. North Carolina annual Spotted Seatrout commercial landings and ex-vessel value, 1994-

2022. Values include all market grades and are not adjusted for inflation. The biological
year begins in March and ends in February the following year (ex.: biological year 1994
begins in March 1994 and ends in February 1995). Gray bars indicate years without a cold
stun or cold stun closure, blue bars indicate years with a confirmed cold stun event, and
yellow bars indicate years with a cold stun closure.
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Landings by Month

Spotted seatrout are harvested year-round but there are distinct seasonal peaks (Figure
55). From 1994 through 2022, on average the largest harvest peak occurs from October
through February, with a second smaller harvest plateau occurring from April through
May. The fall/winter harvest season has accounted for 71% of the harvest and the shorter
spring season has accounted for 12% of the harvest from 1994-2022. Harvest is typically
highest in colder months as Spotted Seatrout aggregate in smaller waterbodies and can
be caught in higher numbers. Harvest tends to taper off as waters warm and fish disperse
in preparation for the summer spawning season.
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Figure 3. North Carolina Spotted Seatrout commercial landings proportion by month, 1994-2022.
Months are ordered according to the biological year which begins in March and ends in
February the following year.
Landings by Area

Spotted seatrout are harvested statewide. The main harvest areas are typically Pamlico
Sound, followed by the Neuse and Bay rivers and Central Sounds area (Core, Back, and
Bogue sounds; Figure 66). Pamlico Sound accounted for 28% of the harvest from 2012
through 2022. Annual harvest from Pamlico Sound during this period ranged from 11,569
Ib in 2018 to 255,176 Ib in 2021. During this same period, the Neuse and Bay rivers
accounted for 24%, the Central Sounds and Southern area each accounted for 13%,
Albemarle Sound accounted for 11%, the Pamlico and Pungo rivers accounted for 9%,
and the Ocean accounted for 2% of the harvest.
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Figure 4. North Carolina annual Spotted Seatrout commercial landings proportion by area, 1994-
2022. Albemarle Sound includes Albemarle, Currituck, Croatan, and Roanoke sounds and
their tributaries. Pamlico Sound includes Pamlico Sound and its bays and tributaries.
Central Sounds includes Core, Back, and Bogue Sounds and their tributaries. Southern
includes the White Oak River and all waters south to the SC state line.
Landings by Gear Type

Spotted seatrout are harvested with a variety of gears but anchored gill nets and
runaround gill nets account for most of the current harvest (Figure 77). Other gears used
include haul seines, beach seines, and ocean gill nets. Since 2012, anchored gill nets
have accounted for 43% of the harvest and runaround gill nets have accounted for 48%
of the harvest.
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Figure 5. North Carolina annual Spotted Seatrout commercial landings proportion by gear type,

1994-2022. *Beach Seine landings combined with Other Gears due to data confidentiality.
**Beach Seine and Haul Seine landings combined with Other Gears due to data
confidentiality.
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Commercial bycatch

Large mesh anchored gill nets target demersal fish such as flounder during the fall months
and pelagic fish such as clupeids during the spring months. Small-mesh anchored gill-net
trips occur consistently throughout the year dependent on the target species for that time
of year. Spotted Seatrout are targeted primarily during fall and winter. The Spotted
Seatrout small-mesh fishery would potentially interact with green sea turtles and Atlantic
sturgeon. Most sea turtle interactions occur in the late summer and fall months. Sea turtle
movement is typically influenced by water temperature. As soon as water temperatures
start to decline within the estuaries, incidental takes significantly decline. Atlantic
Sturgeon have the greatest abundance in spring but fall and winter make up for 47% of
estimated discards in the small-mesh fishery.

Table 2. Estimates for the number of green sea turtles, Kemp’s ridley sea turtles, and Atlantic
sturgeon caught incidentally in the small-mesh and large-mesh anchored gill-net fisheries
from 2013-2022. A hyphen (-) represents values that could not be calculated based on data
provided.

Green sea turtle Kemp's ridley sea turtle Atlantic Sturgeon
discards discards discards

Seasons MU Large Mesh Small Mesh Large Mesh Small Mesh Large Mesh Small Mesh

Spring A 17 4 19 - 1805 181

B 66 125 13 - 18 478
C 15 5 4 - 93 41
Core 37 22 - - 7 114
D 4 1 1 - 1 1
E 19 6 7 - 15 15
Summer A 16 3 19 - 119 11
B 313 62 66 - 8 64
C 28 5 8 - 11 5
Core 121 3 - - 3 4
D 21 2 4 - 1 1
E 121 9 54 - 7 4
Fall A 63 8 38 - 1773 88
B 1,050 206 143 - 96 249
C 55 14 7 - 72 31
Core 316 81 - - 26 134
D 110 24 8 - 5 1
E 194 58 43 - 37 39
Winter A 8 3 - - 722 131
B 11 30 - - 4 125
C 1 3 - - 3 27
Core 1 1 - - 1 5
D 1 1 - - 1 1
E 2 4 - - 1 9
Total 2,590 680 434 - 4,829 1,759
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Recreational Fishery

The Spotted Seatrout fishery in N.C. is predominately a recreational fishery. Since 2012,
recreational landings have accounted for approximately 86% of total landings.
Recreational harvest, release, and trip data are estimated from the Marine Recreational
Information Program (MRIP) which is a series of surveys designed to estimate total
recreational catch. Recreational estimates across all years have been updated and are
now based on MRIP’s new Fishing Effort Survey-based calibrated estimates. For more
information on MRIP see NOAA's MRIP informational page.

Annual landings and releases

Landings in 2019 increased sharply and have remained high through 2022 (Figure 88).
In recent years (2012 to 2022) landings averaged 2,212,806 pounds, but since 2019
(2019 to 2022) landings averaged 3,339,879 pounds. Landings have been below a million
pounds in only two years since 2012 (2015, 339,436 pounds and 2018, 728,411 pounds)
and both years follow documented cold stuns including a fishery closure in 2018 (Table
1). Landings from 2019-2022 represent the four highest landings values in this timeframe

and four of the five highest landings since 1991.
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Figure 6. North Carolina Spotted Seatrout recreational landings biological years 1991-2022 (March—
February).

There is a dedicated catch and release segment of the recreational fishery, though how
anglers participate in this segment varies. Some anglers release all fish, some anglers
release all larger fish (e.g., any fish over 20”), and some anglers continue to target Spotted
Seatrout for catch and release fishing after harvesting their limit. Recreational releases
vary annually and 2018 represents a large outlier for the time series likely due to
Hurricane Florence impacting MRIP surveys throughout most of North Carolina in late
2018 but releases have generally increased since 2009 (Figure 99). Recreational
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releases may change seasonally as well because Spotted Seatrout growth rates and life
history can lead to greater numbers of sublegal fish at times. Anglers released an average
of 6,150,931 fish annually from 2009-2022 with the 2018 outlier removed which is nearly
five times the number of fish harvested.
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Figure 9. North Carolina Spotted Seatrout recreational releases biological years 1991-2022 (March—
February). Hurricane Florence impacted MRIP sampling in most of North Carolina in late
2018. As such recreational releases from 2018 should be viewed with a high degree of
caution.

Landings by month

Although recreational harvest occurs throughout the year, most harvest occurs in late fall
and early winter. Harvest increases in October, peaks sharply in November, then
decreases in winter but remains above average compared to the rest of the year in
December, January, and February (Figure 1010). A second, slight increase in landings
occurs in June and July, likely driven by tourism. From 1991 to 2022 approximately 63%
of harvest occurs during the primary harvest peak (October — February) while the slight
increase in June and July encompasses about 11% of harvest. In recent years (2012—
2022), the general harvest patterns remain, but winter months make up a larger
proportion of harvest (Figure 1111). Though minor regional variation in these seasonal
patterns might exist, these patterns are broadly consistent across the state.
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Figure 107. North Carolina average monthly Spotted Seatrout recreational landings proportion by
month, 1991-2022. Months are ordered according to the biological year (March —
February).
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Figure 11. North Carolina average monthly Spotted Seatrout recreational landings proportion by
month, 2012-2022. Months are ordered according to the biological year (March —

February).

Recreational releases also occur throughout the year, however; releases are
concentrated in October, November, and December. In recent years (2012-2022) a
slightly larger proportion of fish are released in January compared to the rest of the year,
but releases remain relatively consistent outside October, November, and December
(Figure 1212).
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Figure 12. North Carolina average monthly Spotted Seatrout recreational releases proportion by
month, 2012-2022. Months are ordered according to the biological year (March —
February).

Summary of Economic Impact

Modeling software, IMPLAN, is used to estimate the economic impacts of an industry to
the state at-large, accounting for revenues and participation. For a detailed explanation
of the methodology used to estimate the economic impacts please refer to the North
Carolina Division of Marine Fisheries (DMF) License and Statistics Section Annual
Report. Due to the management options being considered, this analysis includes both the
recreational and commercial industries.

Commercial

Commercial landings and effort data collected through the DMF trip ticket program are
used to estimate the economic impact of the commercial fishing industry. For commercial
fishing output, total impacts are estimated by incorporating modifiers from NOAA'’s
Fisheries Economics of the United States reports from 2012-2020, which account for
proportional expenditures and spillover impacts from related industries. By assuming the
Spotted Seatrout commercial fishery’s economic contribution is a proportion equal to its
contribution to total commercial ex-vessel values, we can generate an estimate of the
economic contribution of the commercial Spotted Seatrout fishery statewide.

From 2012 to 2022 Spotted Seatrout economic sales impacts have varied from a low of
approximately $360,000 in 2015 to a high of $1.5 million dollars in 2022 and supports
between 575 and 1,200 jobs annually. Annual sales impacts have varied over the decade
but have averaged $5.9 million from 2012 to 2022.
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Table 3. Annual economic contributions from the Spotted Seatrout commercial fishery to the state
of North Carolina from 2012 to 2022 reported in 2022 dollars.
Year Pounds Ex-Vessel Job Income Value Added Sales
Landed Value Impacts Impacts Impacts Impacts

2022 520,994 $1,480,294 834 $3,413,446 $5,432,284 $7,819,923
2021 654,327 $1,833,146 846 $4,305,885 $6,767,404 $9,880,173
2020 653,093 $1,709,539 862 $4,296,534 $6,965,574 $9,646,212
2019 443,629 $1,182,385 822 $2,986,277 $4,369,883 $6,959,060
2018 151,708 $461,888 575 $1,044,323 $1,717,370 $2,371,747
2017 259,432 $810,368 898 $2,100,330 $3,132,230 $4,835,802
2016 273,848 $864,570 775 $2,281,480 $3,515,818 $5,204,455
2015 115,547 $358,921 633 $938,109 $1,450,039 $2,135,390
2014 226,394 $671,553 846 $1,631,567 $2,455,165 $3,761,647
2013 364,123 $1,035,645 1,194 $2,528,888 $3,938,648 $5,769,680
2012 315,128 $811,864 1,081 $2,858,981 $3,908,590 $6,278,522

Recreational

Recreational effort data is provided from the Marine Recreational Information Program,
the National Marine Fisheries Service (NMFS) as well as survey responses collected from
North Carolina recreational fishing participants administered by the Fisheries Economics
Program at DMF. For recreational fishing output, total impacts are estimated by
incorporating modifiers from NOAA'’s Fisheries Economics of the United States reports
from 2012 to 2020, which account for proportional recreational expenditures and spillover
impacts from related industries. By assuming the Spotted Seatrout recreational fishery’s
contribution to expenditure categories is at a proportion equal to its contribution to total
recreational trips and durable goods expenditure, we can generate an estimate of the
total economic contribution of Spotted Seatrout in North Carolina.

From 2012 to 2022 Spotted Seatrout economic sales impacts have varied from a low of
about $267 million in 2015 to a high of $581 million dollars in 2020. Similarly, job impacts
span from approximately 2,700 to 5,500 jobs annually. Annual sales impacts have varied
over the described time horizon but have averaged $438 million from 2012 to 2022.

15



DRAFT - SUBJECT TO CHANGE

Table 4. Annual economic contributions of the Spotted Seatrout recreational fishery to the state of
North Carolina from 2012 to 2022 reported in 2022 dollars.
Year Trips Expenditure | Job Income Value Added Sales
mpacts Impacts Impacts Impacts

2022 2,952,725 $610,166,244 4556 $186,974,466 $287,883,774 $508,297,606
2021 2,254,224 $527,895,592 4318 $167,784,164 $253,959,746 $455,899,909
2020 2,719,670 $680,865,862 5486 $231,035,451 $328,868,972 $580,954,157
2019 2,528,247 $635,730,887 5252 $195,627,253 $296,435,669 $535,753,473
2018 1,773,091 $439,207,323 3185 $141,032,169 $213,419,087 $380,831,319
2017 1,555,087 $380,456,082 3573 $117,806,629 $177,609,593 $325,543,922
2016 2,091,731 $522,385,203 4526 $164,680,710 $244,974,745 $443,331,488
2015 1,295,843 $321,730,351 2709 $98,681,487 $160,541,925 $267,200,930
2014 1,510,415 $384,591,773 3635 $116,796,277 $173,912,242 $309,980,126
2013 2,065,210 $552,161,892 4451 $390,676,333 $248,904,256 $532,736,812
2012 2,112,138 $587,450,277 4679 $176,846,782 $263,358,908 $473,618,472

ECOSYSTEM PROTECTION AND IMPACT
Coastal Habitat Protection Plan

The Fishery Reform Act statutes require that a Coastal Habitat Protection Plan (CHPP)
be drafted by the NCDEQ and reviewed every five years (G.S. 143B-279.8). The CHPP
is intended as a resource and guide compiled by NCDEQ staff to assist the Marine
Fisheries, Environmental Management, and Coastal Resources commissions in
developing goals and recommendations for the continued protection and enhancement
of fishery habitats in North Carolina. Habitat recommendations related to fishery
management can be addressed directly by the North Carolina Marine Fisheries
Commission (NCMFC). The NCMFC has passed rules that provide protection for Spotted
Seatrout habitat including the prohibition of bottom-disturbing gear in specific areas,
designation of sensitive fish habitat, such as nursery areas, and SAV beds, with
applicable gear restrictions. Habitat recommendations not under NCMFC authority (e.g.,
water quality management, shoreline development) can be addressed by the other
commissions through the CHPP process. The CHPP helps to ensure consistent actions
among these commissions as well as their supporting NCDEQ divisions. The CHPP also
summarizes the economic and ecological value of coastal habitats to North Carolina, their
status, and potential threats to their sustainability (NCDEQ, 2016).

Spotted seatrout make use of a variety of habitats during their life history with variations
in habitat preference due to location, season, and ontogenetic stage. They are found most
often in habitats identified in the CHPP including water column, wetlands, submerged
aquatic vegetation (SAV), soft bottom, and shell bottom (NCDEQ, 2016). Spotted
Seatrout are found throughout estuarine systems and can migrate offshore to deeper
marine soft bottom areas and beaches in response to falling temperatures (ASMFC,
1984; Mercer, 1984). Spotted Seatrout do, however, show a strong preference for low-
flow areas with SAV or soft bottom (Tabb, 1958; Moulton et al., 2017). Growth and survival
of Spotted Seatrout within the habitats they use are maximized when water quality
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parameters such as temperature, salinity, and dissolved oxygen are within optimal
ranges. Maintenance and improvement of suitable estuarine habitat and water quality
may be the most important factors in sustaining Spotted Seatrout stocks. Additional
information on the habitats discussed below, threats to these habitats, water quality
degradation, and how these topics relate to fisheries can be found in the CHPP (NCDEQ,
2016).

Threats and Alterations

Suitable habitat is a critical element in the ecology and productivity of estuarine systems.
Degradation or improvement in one aspect of habitat may have a corresponding impact
on water quality. All habitats used by Spotted Seatrout are threatened in some way.

Water Column

The water column habitat is defined as “the water covering a submerged surface and its
physical, chemical, and biological characteristics” (NCDEQ, 2016). Spotted seatrout
spawning is generally limited to estuarine waters in the late summer and early fall in
response to temperature and salinity but can also include inlets in North Carolina
(ASMFC, 1984; Mercer, 1984; Saucier & Baltz, 1992, 1993; Holt and Holt, 2003;
Kupschus, 2004; Stewart & Scharf, 2008; Ricci et al., 2017). Spawning sites have been
noted to include tidal passes, channels, river mouths, and waters in the vicinity of inlets
(Saucier & Baltz, 1992, 1993; Roumillat et al., 1997; Luczkovich et al., 1999; Stewart &
Scharf, 2008; Lowerre-Barbieri et al., 2009; Boucek et al., 2017). For the portion of the
Spotted Seatrout population that spawns inshore or offshore of inlets, they are a critical
component of water column habitat for Spotted Seatrout and the larvae that must pass
through inlets to reach estuarine nursery areas (Churchill et al., 1997; Hare et al., 1999;
Luettich et al., 1999). Due to the importance of inlets to the movement of larval Spotted
Seatrout into nursery areas and of adult Spotted Seatrout out into to oceanic waters while
avoiding lower estuarine temperatures, terminal groins may threaten Spotted Seatrout
stocks by impeding recruitment and preventing adults from avoiding cold stuns, since they
can obstruct inlet passage (Kapolnai et al., 1996; Churchill et al., 1997; Blanton et al.,
1999). Inlets are hydraulically dredged on a regular basis to ensure safe passage for
vessels of all sizes. Though DMF recommends an in-water-work moratorium of April 1 to
July 30 to minimize impacts during peak biological activity, most projects are given
moratorium relief due to public safety. Large hydraulic dredge boats are used inside the
inlets and have the highest potential to draw in fishes and invertebrates of all life stages.
However, this type of dredge is most impactful to eggs and larval fish, as their reduced
swimming ability means they are unable to actively avoid the suction field (Todd et al.,
2015).

Soft Bottom

Soft bottom habitat plays an important role in estuarine system function, acting as both a
source and sink (storage) for nutrients, chemicals, and microbes. Estuarine soft bottom
habitats, especially those adjacent to wetlands, act as Spotted Seatrout nursery areas,
provide key food sources for all life stages, and refuge from large predators (Ross &
Epperly, 1985; Noble & Monroe, 1991; Powers, 2012). Soft bottom sediments support
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algae and the benthic invertebrates that eat algae, which are important food sources for
juvenile and adult Spotted Seatrout. Spotted Seatrout begin their lives eating primarily
copepods and mysid shrimps before transitioning to penaeid and palaemonid shrimps
(Peterson and Peterson 1979; Daniel 1988; McMichael and Peters 1989). Soft bottom
habitat, along with SAV, are more heavily utilized by Spotted Seatrout than other habitat
types (Tabb, 1958; Moulton et al.,, 2017). Dredging threatens soft bottom habitat,
potentially affecting Spotted Seatrout food sources and water quality. Dredging removes
all benthic infauna from the affected areas immediately, which reduces food availability
temporarily to bottom feeding fish such as the Spotted Seatrout (NCDEQ, 2016).

In addition to estuarine soft bottom habitats, there are also surf zone and deeper marine
soft bottom habitats used by adult Spotted Seatrout in North Carolina during late autumn
temperature migrations (ASMFC, 1984; Mercer, 1984). The threats to ocean beaches and
surf zone include beach nourishment and storm water outfalls.

Submerged Aquatic Vegetation

Submerged Aquatic Vegetation (SAV) is a fish habitat dominated by one or more species
of underwater vascular plants and occurs in both subtidal and intertidal zones, sometimes
over extensive areas (NCDEQ, 2016). SAV acts as a crucial structured habitat for fishes
and invertebrates, providing refuge from predators and food sources such as epiphytic
(living on the surface of vegetation) algae and animals. Spotted Seatrout use SAV as
spawning sites, nurseries, forage areas, refuge areas, and for feeding on invertebrates
on seagrasses and other structures. The Atlantic States Marine Fisheries Commission
(ASMFC) lists SAV as a Habitat Area of Particular Concern (HAPC) for Spotted Seatrout
(ASMFC, 1984). All life stages of Spotted Seatrout have been documented in mesohaline
and polyhaline seagrass beds (Tabb, 1966; ASMFC, 1984; Mercer, 1984; Thayer,
Kenworthy & Fonseca, 1984; McMichael & Peters, 1989; Rooker et al., 1998). Spotted
Seatrout use SAV habitat as much, if not more, than other spawning sites (Ricci et al.,
2017; Boucek et al., 2017). Juvenile Spotted Seatrout are abundant in high salinity SAV
in both Pamlico and Core sounds (Purvis, 1976; Wolff, 1976) and juvenile abundances
were found to be greater in SAV than soft bottom and oyster reef and were greater than
or equivalent to abundances in wetland habitats (Minello, 1999; Minello et al., 2003).
Seagrass beds are threatened by physical destruction from bottom disturbing fishing
gear, dredging, and damage from boat use, as well as degradation of water quality.
Declines in SAV, globally and in North Carolina, due to increased coastal development
and decreased water quality, are also altering these ecosystems and their community
structure.

Shell Bottom

Shell bottom is defined as estuarine intertidal or subtidal bottom made of surface shell
concentrations of living or dead oysters, hard clams, and other shellfish (NCDEQ, 2016).
This includes oyster beds and reefs and shell hash (a mixture of sediments and broken
shell). Spawning aggregations of Spotted Seatrout have been documented over shell
bottom areas in North Carolina including in the Neuse River (Barrios et al., 2006). Shell
bottom habitats have been shown to provide an important forage base of invertebrates
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and small finfish for juvenile and adult Spotted Seatrout (Coen et al. 1999; ASMFC, 2007).
Oyster reefs and shell hash areas can be damaged by bottom-disturbing fishing gears,
disease, and overfishing.

Wetlands

Wetlands are areas that are inundated or saturated by the accumulation of surface or
groundwater, enough to support a prevalence of vegetation typically adapted for life in
saturated soil conditions (NCDEQ), 2016). Estuarine wetlands are tidal and are found in
bays, sounds, and rivers in brackish waters. Freshwater wetlands include freshwater
marshes, bottomland, hardwood forests, and swamp forests in low salinity to freshwater
areas of creeks, streams, and rivers. Wetlands are particularly valuable as juvenile
Spotted Seatrout appear to use estuarine wetlands, particularly the marsh edge habitat
of salt/brackish marshes, as nurseries (Tabb, 1966; ASMFC, 1984; Mercer, 1984; Hettler
1989; Rakocinski et al., 1992; Baltz et al., 1993; Peterson & Turner, 1994). Abundances
of juveniles in wetlands were found to be less than or equal to abundances in SAV
(Minello, 1999; Minello et al., 2003). Wetlands are threatened by many human activities,
including dredging for marinas and channels, filling for development, ditching and draining
for agriculture, silviculture, channelization, and shoreline stabilization. Wetland loss and
decreasing vegetative buffers can hasten excessive nutrient loading impacts to the
surrounding water and other habitat types (NCDWQ, 2000a).

Water Quality Degradation

Good water quality is essential, both for supporting the various life stages of Spotted
Seatrout and for maintaining their habitats. Naturally occurring and anthropogenic
activities can alter the salinity and temperature conditions or elevate levels of toxins,
nutrients, and turbidity, as well as lower dissolved oxygen levels, which can degrade
water quality and impact Spotted Seatrout survival. Water quality degradation through
stormwater runoff, discharges, toxic chemicals, sedimentation, and changes in turbidity
can threaten Spotted Seatrout survival. Salinity particularly affects the eggs of Spotted
Seatrout which rely on high spawning salinities to remain positively buoyant allowing for
wind and tidally driven distribution throughout the estuary (Churchill et al., 1999; Holt &
Holt, 2003); however, sudden salinity reductions cause Spotted Seatrout eggs to sink,
thus reducing dispersal and survival (Holt & Holt, 2003).

More detailed information on water quality degradation, including the topics of hypoxia,
toxins, and temperature in North Carolina and the effect on fish stocks can be found in
the NCDWQ guides on the NCDWQ website (NCDWQ, 2000b; NCDWQ, 2008) and in
the CHPP (NCDEQ, 2016). More information about the water quality requirements for
Spotted Seatrout can be found in the DESCRIPTION OF THE STOCK section of this
FMP.

Gear Impacts on Habitat

Bottom disturbing fishing gear can impact ecosystem function through habitat
degradation. Static (non-mobile) gears tend to have a lesser impact on habitat compared
to mobile gears, as the amount of area affected by static gears tends to be insignificant
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when compared to that of mobile gears (Rogers et al., 1998). Both bottom disturbing and
static gears can have impacts of bycatch while in operation and can have negative
impacts if the gear is abandoned or lost.

The primary gears used in the Spotted Seatrout commercial fishery are estuarine gill nets
(runaround, strike, or set), long haul seines, beach seines, and ocean gill nets. In the
recreational fishery, rod and reel is the primary gear. Other gears that may harvest
Spotted Seatrout as incidental catch include pounds nets, crab pots, drift gill nets, and
fyke nets. Many gears that interact with Spotted Seatrout are considered static gear
(Barnette, 2001; NCDEQ, 2016) and generally have minimal impact on habitat.

Beach seines and runaround gill nets are both mobile and may disturb local habitats.
Impacts from mobile bottom-disturbing fishing gears such as seines and runaround gill
nets include changes in community composition from the removal of species and physical
disruption of the habitat (Barnette, 2001). Gears may damage or uproot SAV as they are
dragged across the seafloor, potentially reducing productivity and destroying structures
that provide feeding surfaces and shelter for Spotted Seatrout (NCDEQ, 2016). Gears
that drag across the seafloor may also suspend sediments, temporarily increasing
turbidity (Corbett et al., 2004) and reducing clarity, SAV growth, productivity, and survival
(NCDEQ, 2016). Sediment suspended by bottom disturbing fishing gears and boat
propeller wash may also bury SAV (Thayer et al., 1984), degrading habitat quality and
reducing productivity.

Extreme Weather Events

Extreme weather events have always occurred, but scientists anticipate that changes to
North Carolina’s climate in this century will be larger than anything experienced
historically (Kunkel et al., 2020). It is predicted that average annual temperatures will
continue to increase, sea level will continue to rise, the intensity of hurricanes will
increase, total annual precipitation from hurricanes and severe thunderstorms will
increase resulting in increased flooding events, while severe droughts will also likely
increase due to higher temperatures (Kunkel et al., 2020). Flood events can flush
contaminated nutrient-rich runoff into estuaries causing degraded water quality. Runoff
from flood events can cause eutrophication resulting in fish kills due to hypoxia, algal
blooms, and alteration of the salinity regime. Flood events can also cause erosion of
shorelines resulting in loss of important coastal habitats, such as SAV, soft bottom, and
wetlands, that are critical to Spotted Seatrout throughout their life history. Potential
increases in extreme weather events could have an inverse effect on the recruitment and
survival of Spotted Seatrout in the estuarine system.

Included in extreme weather events are winter storms. Spotted seatrout display a greater
sensitivity to sharp drops in water temperatures than many other species. Throughout
their range, Spotted Seatrout are periodically exposed to water temperatures below their
thermal tolerance (i.e., below temperatures they can tolerate without experiencing stress)
because of prolonged cold air temperatures or from snow and ice melt after a winter
storm. For more information on how Spotted Seatrout are affected by winter events,
please see the Cold Stun Management issue paper in this FMP.
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FINAL AMENDMENT ONE MANAGEMENT STRATEGY

***Section will be completed when the MFC selects preferred management and prior to
DEQ secretary and legislative committees review***

The purpose of this section is for readers to see exactly how we are managing this fishery
and what constitutes a change in management. It should include an overview and
statement of policies, as well as any adaptive management. Present the management
Strategies in a clear, concise, and precise way.

MANAGEMENT CARRIED FORWARD

There are management measures from the original FMP to carry forward into Amendment
1. Management measures from the original Spotted Seatrout FMP that will be carried
forward into Amendment 1 are:

e It is unlawful to set gill nets in Joint Fishing Waters from 12:01 A.M. on Saturday
to 12:01 A.M. on Monday except in Albemarle and Currituck sounds.

e Itis unlawful for a commercial fishing operation to possess or sell Spotted Seatrout
taken from Joint Fishing Waters from 11:59 P.M. Friday to 12:01 A.M. Monday
except in Albemarle and Currituck sounds.

e |t is unlawful to possess more than the recreational bag limit of Spotted Seatrout
per person per day taken by hook-and-line.

e |t is unlawful to take more than the recreational bag limit of Spotted Seatrout per
person per day for recreational purposes.

RESEARCH NEEDS

The research recommendations listed below are offered by the division to improve future
management strategies of the Spotted Seatrout fishery. They are considered high priority
as they will help to better understand the Spotted Seatrout fishery and meet the goal and
objectives of the FMP. A more comprehensive list of research recommendations is
provided in the Annual FMP Update and DMF Research Priorities documents.

¢ Integrate tagging data into stock assessment model so both tagging data and other
data sources can work together to give a better picture of the population dynamics
including estimates of survival and natural mortality.

e Conduct additional work to evaluate more fully the utility of the Program 120 survey
and determine if alternative sampling methodologies or expanded sampling
seasonality could provide a more robust index.

e Develop programs to incorporate information on size of recreational releases such
as Citizen Science initiatives; Improve estimates of recreational discard mortality.

e Conduct a detailed analysis of the existing data (i.e. Program 915) to determine
the extent to which late fall and spring provide insights into overwinter changes in
abundance.

e Conduct research to generate accurate fecundity estimates for North Carolina
Spotted Seatrout.
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APPENDICES

Appendix 1: SMALL-MESH GILL NET CHARACTERIZATION IN THE NORTH
CAROLINA SPOTTED SEATROUT FISHERY

ISSUE

The small-mesh gill-net fishery in North Carolina is managed and regulated by species-
specific fishery management plans (FMPs), and numerous Marine Fisheries Commission
(MFC) rules and Division of Marine Fisheries (DMF) proclamations. However, concerns
about biological impacts from the use of small mesh gill nets remain. The primary issues
to be addressed concern greater flexibility with constraining harvest in the Spotted
Seatrout fishery, reducing bycatch, and to the greatest extent practical reducing conflict
between gill-net users and other stakeholders. Specific management options for gill-net
regulations can be found in Appendix 2: Sustainable Harvest Issue Paper.

ORIGINATION
The North Carolina Marine Fisheries Commission.
BACKGROUND

At their August 2021 business meeting, the MFC passed a motion to not initiate
rulemaking on small-mesh gill nets but refer the issue through the FMP process for each
species, and any issues or rules coming out of the species-specific FMP to be addressed
at that time. In North Carolina, small-mesh gill nets are the predominant gear used to
harvest Spotted Seatrout. Most Spotted Seatrout are harvested commercially using set
gill nets or runaround gill nets. Per direction from the MFC, small-mesh gill nets must be
addressed during review of the Spotted Seatrout FMP.

North Carolina General Statutes authorize the MFC to adopt rules for the management,
protection, preservation, and enhancement of the marine and estuarine resources within
its jurisdiction (G.S. 113-134; G.S. 143B-289.52). The MFC has authority to adopt FMPs
and the DMF is charged with preparing them (G.S. 113-182.1; G.S. 143B-289.52).
Further, the MFC may delegate to the DMF director in its rules the authority to issue
proclamations suspending or implementing MFC rules that may be affected by variable
conditions (G.S. 113-221.1; G.S. 143B-289.52). Variable conditions include compliance
with FMPs, biological impacts, bycatch issues, and user conflict, among others (MFC
Rule 15A NCAC 03H .0103). The estuarine gill-net fishery in North Carolina is managed
and regulated by FMPs and numerous MFC rules and DMF proclamations. Rules are
periodically amended to implement changes in management goals and strategies for
various fisheries and are the primary mechanism for implementing FMPs under the
Fisheries Reform Act of 1997 (FRA).

In recent years, modifications to gill-net management resulting from the adoption of FMPs
or other circumstances have largely been implemented through the DMF director’s
proclamation authority, not through rulemaking. This is primarily due to the need to
implement management changes in a timely fashion and to accommodate variable
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conditions. Over time, this has resulted in incongruent restrictions between rules and
proclamations. Additionally, many of the rules related to small mesh gill nets were first
developed prior to the FRA and have not been thoroughly evaluated since the addition of
more recent rules developed through the FMP process.

The Spotted Seatrout small-mesh gill-net fishery operates year-round, but the type of gill
net used varies by season and area (NCDMF 2018). Multiple species may be landed
during a single trip; however, the target species usually dominates the catch (NCDMF
2008). In North Carolina, gill nets are restricted to a minimum mesh size of 2.5 inches
stretched mesh [ISM; MFC Rule 15A NCAC 03J .0103(a)]. The DMF categorizes gill nets
from 2.5 to less than 5 ISM as small-mesh (Daniel 2013). Although the rule uses “mesh
length” and not “mesh size”, their meanings are identical for the purpose of this document;
this helps to demarcate the discussion of “mesh size” from “net length” throughout the
document. Small-mesh gill nets are generally classified into three categories based on
how the net is deployed and fished: set gill nets, runaround gill nets, and drift gill nets
[Figure 1.1; Table 1.1; (Steve, et al. 2001)]. For the purposes of this document, “set” gill
nets, or “set nets”, includes anchored, fixed, and stationary gill nets.

B)
____?;-: »;; AR

Figure 1. 1 lllustrations of (a) set, (b) runaround, and (c) drift gill nets extracted from Steve et al.
(2001).

Set nets (Figure 1.1a) are the second most common gill-net type used for commercial
Spotted Seatrout harvest in North Carolina. They are kept stationary with the use of
anchors or stakes attached to the bottom or attached to some other structure attached to
the bottom, at both ends of the net (MFC Rule 15A NCAC 03I .0101). Set nets can be
further classified as sink or float gill nets (Steve et al. 2001). A sink gill-net fishes from the
bottom up into the water column a fixed distance by having a lead line (bottom line) heavy
enough to sink to the bottom. Depending on the height of the net and the depth of the
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water, the float line (top line) may or may not be submerged below the surface of the
water. A float gill net may fish the entire water column by having the top line with buoys
sufficient for floating on the surface of the water, or a portion of the water column
depending on the depth of the net (number of meshes deep). Set nets are deployed by
dropping one end of the net and running out the rest of the length of net usually in a line.
Once deployed, soak times for fishing set nets vary depending on factors such as target
species, water temperature, season, waterbody, and regulations (NCDMF 2018).

A runaround gill net is the most common gill-net method used for commercial Spotted
Seatrout harvest in North Carolina. It is an actively fished gear used to encircle schools
of fish (Figure 1.1b). They are deployed with a weight and a buoy at one end that enables
the rest of the net to be fed out, creating a closed circle around the school of fish due to
the vessel’s path. Runaround gill nets tend to be deep nets capable of fishing the entire
water column. Mesh sizes and net lengths vary depending on the target species (Steve
et al. 2001). Another form of runaround gill net is the strike net or drop net. Rather than
deploying the net in a circle, the net is set parallel to shore, often with one end anchored
to the bank. Once the net is set, the boat is driven between the net and the shore to drive
fish into the net (NCDMF 2018). Soak times for all types of runaround gill nets are almost
always an hour or less.

Table 1. 1 Small-mesh gill net gear categories with descriptions and capture method descriptions.
Small-Mesh Gill
Net Gear Sub-
Categories Categories Gear Description Capture Method
Attached to bottom or some other
Sink structure by_ anchors or_stakes at
both ends. Sink nets are fished from
the bottom up into the water column | Passively Fished - For both sink
Anchored. Fixed _and float set net§ the gear is_left
Stationa, Set, Attached to bottom or some other in p|ace for a penod of time. Fish,
ry, structure by anchors or stakes at|if appropriately sized, swim into
both ends. Float nets are fished from | the net and are gilled.
Float the top down into the water column.
Depending on target species, nets
fish part of the water column or the
entire water column.
Attached to the bottom at one end.
Once the end is set, the rest of the | Actively Fished - Used to encircle
R . net is then fed out of a boat creating | a school of fish. Primary target
unaround Circle . . . . ) :
a circle and meeting back at the | species for this gear is Striped
original set point. Generally, these | Mullet.
nets fish the entire water column.

25




DRAFT - SUBJECT TO CHANGE

Strike, Drop

Attached to the bottom at one end.
Deployed along shore with the
terminal end finishing at another
point along the shore. The boat is

Actively Fished - Used to corral
or intercept a school of fish and
then immediately retrieved.
Primary target species for this

driven into the blocked section to
“drive” the fish into the net and are
then retrieved.

gear is Striped Mullet,

extent.

and
Spotted Seatrout to a lesser

Attached to boat or free-floating with
close attendance. Lighter lead lines
and no anchors allow the net to drift.
Depending on target species and
water depth, nets fish part of the
water column or the entire water
column. Primarily used in Pamlico
Sound to target Spanish Mackerel
and Bluefish.

Drift
attendance.

Actively Fished - Drift with the
water current with continuous

Drift gill nets are unanchored, non-stationary gill nets that are actively attended (i.e.,
remain attached to the vessel or the fishing operation remains within 100 yards of the
gear; Figure 1.1c) and tend to have shorter soak times than set gill nets. They are
constructed with lighter lead lines to allow for the net to drift with the current. The small-
mesh drift gill nets currently employed in North Carolina estuaries are primarily used to
target Spanish Mackerel and Bluefish in Pamlico Sound. This gear can also be used to
target Spot (as a sink net) and Striped Mullet (typically fishing the entire water column) in
areas primarily from Core Sound and south (Steve et al. 2001). Drift gill nets typically
account for less than 0.5% of annual Spotted Seatrout landings. However, from 2019
through 2022 drift gill nets accounted for 2.5% of Spotted Seatrout landings.

METHODS

Information specific to the North Carolina gill net fishery was gathered from the N.C. Trip
Ticket Program and two DMF sampling programs briefly described below:

N.C. Trip Ticket Program

The N.C. Trip Ticket Program began in 1994. This program requires licensed commercial
fishermen to sell their catch to licensed fish dealers, who are then required to complete a
trip ticket for every transaction. Data collected on trip tickets include gear type, area
fished, species harvested, and total weights of each species. Information recorded on trip
tickets for gear type and characteristics is self-reported by the dealer. This information
may be verified by DMF fish house staff after the fact, but the potential exists that some
trips may be mischaracterized by dealers. In 2004, trip tickets included mesh size
categories for gill nets: small-mesh < 5-inch ISM and large-mesh = 5-inch ISM. However,
the use of this new field was not prevalent until about 2008 because dealers were still
using old trip tickets they had on hand.
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Commercial Fish House Sampling

Commercial fishing activity is monitored through fishery-dependent (fish house) sampling.
Sampling occurs dockside as fish are landed. Commercial fishermen and/or dealers are
interviewed by DMF staff, and the catch is sampled. Samplers collect data on location
fished, effort (soak time, net length, etc.), gear characteristics (net type, net depth, mesh
size, etc.), and the size distribution of landed species.

Commercial Observer Program

On board observations of commercial estuarine gill nets, primarily set gill nets, occur
through Program 466. Observers collect data on effort (soak time, net length, etc.),
location fished, gear characteristics, size, and the fate (harvest, discard, etc.) of captured
species. The Observer Program was born out of the need to estimate incidental takes of
protected species such as sea turtles and Atlantic sturgeon in estuarine set gill nets per
the Endangered Species Act Section 10 Incidental Take Permits (NMFS 2013, 2014). As
a result, observations of runaround or drift gill nets are rare.

The following analysis and information presented are used to characterize the Spotted
Seatrout small-mesh gill-net fishery in North Carolina relative to time, area, configuration,
and species composition of the harvested and discarded catch. Data from biological years
2012 through 2022 for these three programs were used to characterize the current North
Carolina Spotted Seatrout small-mesh gill-net fisheries.

Using trip ticket data, trips where Spotted Seatrout were the species of highest
abundance in landings or the most abundant finfish species of those species typically
targeted with small-mesh gill nets were considered targeted Spotted Seatrout trips.
Basing analysis on trips where Spotted Seatrout are the presumed target species allows
for results that describe the gear parameters associated with the directed Spotted
Seatrout fishery (see NCDMF 2008 for further description of methodology). Once targeted
Spotted Seatrout trips were identified, the method of fishing (set gill net or runaround gill
net), mesh size, and net length were characterized based on available fish house
sampling data from 2012 through 2022. Analysis of fish house sampling data was limited
to samples where only one gear was used on the trip.

Regional analysis of the Spotted Seatrout small-mesh gill-net fishery was investigated by
waterbody of landing. Waterbodies were grouped into seven regions using distinct area
boundaries or clear differences in fishing practices (Figure 1.2).
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Figure 1. 2. Map of defined regions used for regional characterization of the Spotted Seatrout small-

mesh gill-net fishery.
RESULTS

For information regarding characterization of small-mesh gill nets across all fisheries in
North Carolina please refer to the Small Mesh Gill Net Rule Modifications Information
Paper presented to the MFC at its August 2021 business meeting.

Spotted Seatrout Fishery General Characterization

The commercial Spotted Seatrout fishery is currently managed with a 14” minimum size
limit and 75-fish daily trip limit (except for the stop net fishery). Since 2012, runaround gill
net has been the primary gear used to harvest Spotted Seatrout in the commercial fishery,
followed by small-mesh set gill net (Figures 1.3 and 1.4). From April through October,
most Spotted Seatrout harvest comes from small-mesh set gill nets. However, from
November through March, commercial landings switch to runaround gill nets as Spotted
Seatrout aggregate in the fall and winter and are more easily targeted by commercial
fishermen (Figure 1.5).
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Figure 1. 3. Spotted Seatrout commercial landings by gear reported through the North Carolina Trip
Ticket Program, 2012—-2022.
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Figure 1. 4. Percent of Spotted Seatrout commercial landings by year and gear reported through the
North Carolina Trip Ticket Program, 2012—-2022.
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Figure 1. 5. Percent of Spotted Seatrout commercial landings by month and gear reported through the

North Carolina Trip Ticket Program, 2012-2022.

Spotted Seatrout are caught in small-mesh gill nets with stretched mesh sizes ranging
from 2.5 ISM to 4.88 ISM in North Carolina. Mesh size does not appreciably affect the
overall size range of Spotted Seatrout caught in small-mesh gill nets (set and runaround;
Figure 1.6). As stretched mesh size increases, the minimum size of Spotted Seatrout
harvested increases to some degree but there is a lot of overlap in the size of Spotted
Seatrout caught with various mesh sizes. An R? value of 0.17 indicates a weak linear
relationship between mesh size and the size of Spotted Seatrout harvested. The lack of
a strong relationship between mesh size and the size of Spotted Seatrout captured makes
it difficult to increase the minimum size limit or implement a slot limit without tight mesh
size restrictions to protect or select for specific sizes of Spotted Seatrout. The lack of
selectivity is likely due to Spotted Seatrout having a relatively soft body resulting in a wide
size range of fish able to become lodged in a particular mesh size. Also, Spotted Seatrout
frequently become entangled in gill nets around the mouth area either by their teeth or
jaw which results in larger Spotted Seatrout being captured than would typically become
caught in the webbing of a gill net.
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Figure 1. 6. Relationship of stretched mesh size versus total length of Spotted Seatrout sampled from
the commercial fish house sampling program (2012-2022). A trendline is provided for
reference. The dashed gray line shows the current 14-inch TL minimum size limit.

An example of the impact of increasing the minimum size limit from 14 inches to 15 inches
is shown in Figure 1.7. As mesh size increases the percent of Spotted Seatrout under 15
inches (blue bars) that will be discarded decreases. From the Spotted Seatrout measured
through division fish house sampling, approximately 22% of fish measured from 3 ISM gill
nets are under 15 inches compared to 3% from 3.5 ISM gill nets. In this example, setting
the minimum mesh size to harvest Spotted Seatrout at 3.5 ISM will result in a minimal
increase in discards of sublegal fish and maximize the realized reduction if the minimum
size limit is raised to 15 inches.
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Figure 1. 7. Length distribution of Spotted Seatrout measured from the division’s commercial fish house

sampling programs by mesh size. Blue bars indicate percent of Spotted Seatrout by size
bin below the minimum size limit if it is raised to 15 inches. Orange bars indicate the percent
of Spotted Seatrout by size bin above the minimum size limit if it is raised to 15 inches.

When looking at a narrow slot limit, the mesh size restrictions will be more severe. For
example, Figure 1.8 shows the impact of a harvest slot limit of 16 inches to 20 inches (fish
20 inches and larger cannot be harvested). The difficulty in implementing mesh size
restrictions for a slot limit comes when trying to balance and minimize discards of fish
both below slot and above slot size (blue bars). From division fish house sampling,
approximately 4% of Spotted Seatrout measured from 3 ISM gill nets are 20 inches or
larger but 50% of Spotted Seatrout are below 16 inches. In comparison, approximately
31% of Spotted Seatrout measured from 4 ISM are 20 inches or larger but only 3% are
below 16 inches. In this example, limiting the gill net mesh sizes used to harvest Spotted
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Seatrout from 3.5 to 3.75 ISM will best minimize discards of below slot and above slot
size Spotted Seatrout.
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Figure 1. 8. Length distribution of Spotted Seatrout measured from the division’s commercial fish house

sampling programs by mesh size. Blue bars indicate percent of Spotted Seatrout by size
bin below the minimum size limit if it is raised to 16 inches and above the maximum size
limit if it is set at 20 inches. Orange bars indicate the percent of Spotted Seatrout by size
bin above the minimum size limit if it is raised to 16 inches and below the maximum size
limit if it is set at 20 inches (i.e., 16-20 slot limit).

Most Spotted Seatrout harvest occurs in Pamlico Sound (28%) and the Neuse and Bay
rivers (24%; Figure 1.9). These areas are followed by the Central Sounds (13%),
Southern (13%), Albemarle Sound (11%), and Pamlico and Pungo rivers (9%).
Runaround gill net is the primary gear used to harvest Spotted Seatrout in the Neuse and
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Bay rivers and Central Sounds regions. Small-mesh set gill net is the dominant gear in
the other regions. (Figure 1.10). The increase in commercial landings beginning in 2019
is largely driven by an expansion of the Spotted Seatrout fishery in the Pamlico Sound,
Neuse and Bay rivers, and Pamlico and Pungo rivers regions.
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Figure 1. 9. Annual commercial landings of Spotted Seatrout commercial landings by region reported
through the North Carolina Trip Ticket Program, 2012-2022.
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Figure 1. 10.  Percent of total Spotted Seatrout commercial landings by gear for each area reported
through the North Carolina Trip Ticket Program, 2012-2022.
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Due to the low contribution of ocean waters to the Spotted Seatrout small-mesh gill-net
fishery (Figure 1.9) itis excluded from the analysis in the following gear-specific sections.

Set Gill Nets

Spotted Seatrout targeted small-mesh set gill-net trips were defined as trips where
Spotted Seatrout were the species of highest abundance or the most abundant finfish
species. Small-mesh set gill nets are the second most common gear used to capture
Spotted Seatrout (Figures 1.3 - 1.4) in North Carolina and are the dominant gear in the
Albemarle Sound, Pamlico River, Pamlico Sound, and Ocean regions (Figure 1.10).
Spotted Seatrout are the third most important species targeted in the North Carolina
small-mesh set gill-net fishery behind Bluefish and Spanish Mackerel (Figure 1.11). They
make up the largest proportion of monthly small-mesh set gill-net trips in November,
December, and January.
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90% Atlantic Shad
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70% Catfish
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Figure 1. 11.  Percentage of total set gill-net trips for each of the 10 primary target species across months
in N.C. waters, 2012-2022.

Spotted Seatrout are primarily landed incidentally in the set gill-net fishery during most of
the year, however they are targeted more in the fall and winter months as Spotted
Seatrout aggregate in smaller waterbodies. From 2012 through 2018, the use of set gill
nets to target Spotted Seatrout declined through 2018. Beginning in 2019, the number of
trips increased and has remained higher, although the number of participants has
remained steady since 2015 (Figure 1.12). This increase in trips matches well with the
increase in landings in the Spotted Seatrout fishery over the same period.
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Figure 1. 12 Targeted trips and participants in the set small-mesh gill-net Spotted Seatrout fishery by
year reported through the North Carolina Trip Ticket Program, 2012-2022.

Approximately 50% of targeted Spotted Seatrout small-mesh set gill-net trips land 30 or
less Spotted Seatrout (Figure 1.13). However, roughly 24% of trips land more than 60
Spotted Seatrout and about 16% of trips land 71-75 Spotted Seatrout per trip. Most of
these trips, roughly 70%, occur from October through January (Figure 1.14). Although
approximately 20% of the trips occurring each month from November through March land
71-75 Spotted Seatrout per trip (Figure 1.13). Trips landing 71-75 Spotted Seatrout per
trip account for approximately 35% of small-mesh set gill-net landings from targeted
Spotted Seatrout trips (Figure 1.16).
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Percent of targeted Spotted Seatrout trips grouped by number of fish landed per trip in the
small-mesh set gill-net fishery reported through the North Carolina Trip Ticket Program,
2012-2022.
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Monthly distribution of total trips reaching the trip limit (71-75 fish estimated to be landed)
for targeted Spotted Seatrout trips in the small mesh set gill net fishery reported through
the North Carolina Trip Ticket Program, 2012-2022. For example, if there are 100 trips in
a year that reached the trip limit and 10 of those trips occurred in March, then the percent
of annual trip limit trips in March will be 10%.
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Percent of monthly trips reaching the trip limit (71-75 fish estimated to be landed) for
targeted Spotted Seatrout trips in the small mesh set gill net fishery reported through the
North Carolina Trip Ticket Program, 2012—2022. For example, if there are 100 trips in
March and 10 of those trips reached the trip limit, then the percent of trip limit trips in March
will be 10%.
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Figure 1. 16.  Percent of total pounds landed grouped by number of fish landed per targeted Spotted
Seatrout trip in the small mesh set gill net fishery reported through the North Carolina Trip
Ticket Program, 2012—-2022.

The modal mesh size used to catch Spotted Seatrout in the set gill net fishery was 3.0
ISM (Table 1.2). Average total net length was 691 yards, with a maximum of 3,000 yards.
Approximately 42% of all set gill net trips fished 500 yards or less of gill net (Figure 1.17).
For reference, small mesh gill nets are currently restricted to a maximum of 800 yards.
Reducing the yardage fished could be a means to reduce harvest in this fishery. Yardage
restrictions would be best used in conjunction with trip limits to ensure minimal discards.
For more information on possible management applications of set gill net yardage
restrictions, see Appendix 2.

Table 1. 2. Small mesh (<5 inch ISM) set gill net trips in North Carolina using data from the N.C. Trip
Ticket Program with associated gear characteristics from commercial fish house sampling,
2012-2022.

Species Trips Avg/Yr. Modal Mesh Avg Yds Max Yds
Spotted seatrout 14,224 1,293 3.0 696 3,000

38



DRAFT - SUBJECT TO CHANGE

50% -
45% A
40% -
35% -
30% -

25% A

20% -

15% A

10% 1

qo.

0% B . . . .

1-100 101-200 201-300 301-500 501-1000 1000+

Percent of Trips

Yardage per Trip

Figure 1. 17.  Percent of total trips sampled grouped by yards fished per trip in the Spotted Seatrout small
mesh set gill net fishery using data from the commercial fish house sampling program,
2012-2022.

When targeting Spotted Seatrout with small-mesh set gill nets, itis common to catch other
species incidentally. The most common species landed incidentally when targeting
Spotted Seatrout with set gill nets are Striped Mullet, Bluefish, Red Drum, White Perch,
Black Drum, and Spot (Figure 1.18). Conversely, Spotted Seatrout are most commonly
caught incidentally when set gill net fishermen are targeting Bluefish, Striped Mullet, and
Spot (NC trip ticket data). This overlap between the Spotted Seatrout and Bluefish,
Striped Mullet, and Spot set gill net fisheries could have management implications for
these fisheries if gear restrictions are put in place to restrict Spotted Seatrout harvest.
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Figure 1. 18.  Proportion of incidental catch landed by species in the set small-mesh set gill-net Spotted
Seatrout fishery reported through the North Carolina Trip Ticket Program, 2012-2022.

Spotted seatrout discards in the set gill-net fishery are difficult to characterize due to
limited data but appear to be minimal based on observations from the commercial
observer program. Of the over 3,400 Spotted Seatrout observed in set small-mesh gill
nets (2012-2022), 392 fish were discarded. A discard rate of 11.3%. The low rate of
Spotted Seatrout discards in the set small-mesh fishery is likely due to there being an
adequate trip limit for commercial harvest. Increased restrictions on Spotted Seatrout
harvest could increase discards in this fishery. For more information on Spotted Seatrout
bycatch in the set gill-net fishery, please refer to the Spotted Seatrout Bycatch section of
the FMP.

Discards of other species from Spotted Seatrout targeted small mesh set gill net trips
could not be characterized due to limited data. Of the 1,044 observed small mesh set gill
net trips observed from the observer program (2012-2022), only 114 Spotted Seatrout
targeted trips have been observed. In those trips, 18 managed species were discarded,
including Atlantic Menhaden, Red Drum, Black Drum, Blue Crab, and Southern
Flounder.

Runaround Gill Nets

Spotted Seatrout targeted runaround gill-net trips were defined as trips where Spotted
Seatrout were the species of highest abundance in landings or were the most abundant
finfish species. Runaround gill nets are the predominant gear used to catch Spotted
Seatrout in North Carolina (Figures 1.3 and 1.4) and the dominant gear in the Neuse and
Bay rivers, Central Sounds, and Southern regions (Figure 1.10). The runaround gill-net
fishery is more targeted than the set gill-net fishery and is the main gear used to catch
Spotted Seatrout when they form aggregations in smaller waterbodies from November
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through March (Figure 1.5). During this time, catches from runaround gill nets can be
higher as fishermen target Spotted Seatrout after the fall Striped Mullet season. Spotted
seatrout is the second most targeted species in the North Carolina runaround gill-net
fishery (Figure 1.19). Spotted seatrout targeted trips make up the largest proportion of
runaround gill-net trips from December through March.
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Figure 1. 19.  Percent of total runaround gill-net trips for each of the 10 primary target species across
months in N.C. waters during 2012-2022.

From 2012 through 2018, effort and participation in this fishery remained relatively
consistent, then increased sharply in 2019 and has remained high through 2022 (Figure
1.20). The increase in targeted Spotted Seatrout trips could be due to fishermen shifting
to the fishery from other more restricted fisheries.
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Figure 1. 20.  Targeted trips and participants in the runaround gill-net Spotted Seatrout fishery by year
reported through the North Carolina Trip Ticket Program, 2012-2022.
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Runaround gill nets tend to land more Spotted Seatrout per trip than set gill nets, with
roughly 33% of trips landing 30 or less Spotted Seatrout. Approximately 38% of targeted
Spotted Seatrout runaround gill-net trips land more than 60 Spotted Seatrout with 27% of
targeted trips landing 71-75 Spotted Seatrout (Figure 1.21). This is likely due to runaround
gill nets being able to better target Spotted Seatrout aggregation areas in the fall and
winter months. Most of these trips, roughly 73%, occur from October through January
(Figure 1.22). Although, approximately 30% of the trips occurring each month from
November through March land 71-75 Spotted Seatrout per trip (Figure 1.23). Trips landing
71-75 Spotted Seatrout per trip account for approximately 47% of runaround gill-net
landings from targeted Spotted Seatrout trips (Figure 1.24).
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Figure 1. 21.  Percent of targeted Spotted Seatrout trips grouped by number of fish landed per trip in the
runaround gill-net fishery reported through the North Carolina Trip Ticket Program, 2012—
2022.
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Figure 1. 22.

Figure 1. 23.

Figure 1. 24.
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Monthly distribution of total trips reaching the trip limit (71-75 fish estimated to be landed)
for targeted Spotted Seatrout trips in the runaround gill-net fishery reported through the
North Carolina Trip Ticket Program, 2012—-2022. For example, if there are 100 trips in a
year that reached the trip limit and 10 of those trips occurred in March, then the percentage
of annual trip limit trips in March will be 10%.
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Percent of monthly trips reaching the trip limit (71-75 fish estimated to be landed) for
targeted Spotted Seatrout trips in the runaround gill-net fishery reported through the North
Carolina Trip Ticket Program, 2012—-2022. For example, if there are 100 total trips in March
and 10 of those trips reached the trip limit, then the percentage of trip limit trips in March
will be 10%.
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Runaround gill nets have a higher modal mesh size (3.75 ISM) than set small-mesh gill
nets (3.0 ISM; Table 1.3). The average net length is 430 yards with a maximum of 3,000
yards, with 72% of trips fishing 500 yards (Figure 1.25). Runaround gill nets tend to be
shorter than set gill nets because runaround gill nets are actively fished to encircle schools
of fish. This allows for less yardage needed to catch the fish than the passively fished set
gill nets. Since the runaround gill nets are already significantly shorter, and can be fished
several times consecutively, maximum yardage restrictions may not be effective in
restricting harvest in this fishery. For more information on possible management
applications of runaround gill net yardage restrictions, see Appendix 2.

Table 1. 3. Small-mesh (<5 inch ISM) runaround gill-net trips in North Carolina using data from the
N.C. Trip Ticket Program with associated gear characteristics from fish house sampling,
2012-2022.
Species Trips Avg/Yr. Modal Mesh Avg Yds Max Yds
Spotted seatrout 14,749 1,340 3.75 430 3,000
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Figure 1.25.  Percent of total trips sampled grouped by yards fished per trip in the Spotted Seatrout
runaround gill net fishery using data from the commercial fish house sampling program,
2012-2022.

When targeting Spotted Seatrout with runaround gill nets, it is common to catch other
species incidentally. The most common species landed incidentally when targeting
Spotted Seatrout with runaround gill nets are Striped Mullet, Red Drum, Black Drum,
Bluefish, White Perch, and Spot (Figure 1.26). Conversely, Spotted Seatrout are most
commonly caught incidentally when runaround gill-net fishermen are targeting Striped
Mullet, Spot, and Bluefish (NC trip ticket data). This overlap between the Spotted Seatrout
and Striped Mullet, Spot, and Bluefish runaround gill-net fisheries could have
management implications for these fisheries if gear restrictions are put in place to restrict
Spotted Seatrout harvest.
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No data is available to characterize discards in this fishery because the observer program
does not prioritize observing runaround gill-net trips.
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Figure 1. 26.  Proportion of incidental catch landed by species in the runaround gill-net Spotted Seatrout
fishery reported through the North Carolina Trip Ticket Program, 2012-2022.
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Appendix 2: ACHIEVING SUSTAINABLE HARVEST IN THE NORTH CAROLINA
SPOTTED SEATROUT FISHERY

ISSUE

Implement management measures to end overfishing and achieve sustainable harvest in
the North Carolina Spotted Seatrout fishery.

ORIGINATION
The North Carolina Division of Marine Fisheries (DMF).
BACKGROUND

North Carolina and Virginia tagging studies indicate Spotted Seatrout in North Carolina
coastal waters are part of a combined North Carolina and Virginia stock (Ellis 2014). The
2022 North Carolina Spotted Seatrout benchmark stock assessment indicated the
Spotted Seatrout stock in North Carolina and Virginia waters is not overfished; however,
overfishing is occurring (NCDMF 2022). Reference point thresholds for the Spotted
Seatrout stock status are based on a 20% spawning potential ratio which is the
comparison of spawning stock biomass (SSB) under a specific fishing regime —i.e., 20%
— to a hypothetical unfished SSB. If SSB is below this ratio, the stock is overfished. If
fishing mortality (F) is above the level that would lead to this ratio, overfishing is occurring.
Due to large uncertainty in the stock assessment terminal year (2019) and based on the
recommendation of the external, independent peer review panel, a weighted average of
F and SSB from 2017-2019 was used to represent the terminal year and to estimate the
threshold and target reference points (NCDMF 2022). The SSB target (SSB3o%) and SSB
threshold (SSB20%) were estimated at 3,778,723 pounds and 2,519,884 pounds
respectively and both were based on 2017-2019 averages. The estimated SSB2019avg Was
4,980,243 pounds which indicates the Spotted Seatrout stock is not overfished (Figure
1). The F target (Fso0%) and F threshold (F20%) were estimated at 0.38 and 0.60 respectively
and were also based on 2017-2019 averages. F2019avg Was estimated at 0.75 which is
above the threshold indicating overfishing is occurring (Figure 2.1).

The General Statutes of North Carolina require a Fishery Management Plan to specify a
timeframe not to exceed two years from the date of adoption of the plan to end overfishing
(G.S. 113-182.1). A harvest reduction of 19.9% is required to reach the F20% threshold
while a harvest reduction of 53.9% will reach the Fao% target. A harvest reduction of at
least 19.9% meets the statutory requirement to end overfishing. In developing
management measures in Amendment 1 to end overfishing, only harvest reductions from
the North Carolina portion of Spotted Seatrout harvest were considered. The original
Spotted Seatrout FMP and Supplement A management will remain in place until adoption
of Amendment 1 to the Spotted Seatrout Fishery Management Plan.

Discussion of management measures focuses on quantifiable measures that meet the
reductions necessary to comply with statutory requirements. Harvest of Spotted Seatrout
primarily occurs in the recreational fishery, however; harvest in both the recreational and
commercial fisheries increased sharply in 2019 and has remained high through 2022
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(Figure 2.1). As such, discussion will focus on both sectors. Management measures
considered include seasonal closures, size limits, trip/creel limits, and combinations of
these management measures. For an in-depth characterization of the commercial and
recreational fisheries as well as management measures intended to support sustainable
harvest, please see Appendix 1: Small Mesh Gill Net Characterization in the North
Carolina Spotted Seatrout Fishery and Appendix 3: Supplemental Management Options
in the North Carolina Spotted Seatrout Fishery. Single solution management measures
that do not meet the necessary reductions to comply with statutory requirements will still
be discussed here. Such measures may be included in combination management options
but will not be presented as single solution management options.
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Figure 2.1. Annual harvest of Spotted Seatrout in pounds by biological year (March—February) and
sector, 1991-2022. Bars are total annual harvest with commercial harvest as the yellow
portion and recreational harvest as the purple portion of the total.
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There are management measures from the original FMP to carry forward into Amendment
1. Management measures from the original Spotted Seatrout FMP that will be carried
forward into Amendment 1 are:

e It is unlawful to set gill nets in Joint Fishing Waters from 12:01 A.M. on Saturday
to 12:01 A.M. on Monday except in Albemarle and Currituck sounds.

e |tis unlawful for a commercial fishing operation to possess or sell Spotted Seatrout
taken from Joint Fishing Waters from 11:59 P.M. Friday to 12:01 A.M. Monday
except in Albemarle and Currituck sounds.

e |t is unlawful for a commercial fishing operation to possess more than the
recreational bag limit of Spotted Seatrout per person per day taken by hook-and-
line.

e |t is unlawful to take more than the recreational bag limit of Spotted Seatrout per
person per day for recreational purposes.

Size Limits

Throughout this section, unless otherwise specified, all lengths refer to total length (TL)
which is a measurement from the tip of the snout to the tip of the compressed tail.

Size limits are a common fisheries management tool designed to protect smaller, juvenile
fish from harvest until at least a portion of these fish are large enough to spawn and thus
contribute to sustaining the population. Size limits should be set based on management
objectives and species life history as these factors influence the effectiveness of the
management. For example, setting a size limit below the length at which 50% of females
are mature (Lso) does not allow most females to be large enough to spawn prior to being
harvested. The Atlantic States Marine Fisheries Commission (ASMFC) manages Spotted
Seatrout in all Atlantic states who have a declared interest in the species under the
Omnibus Amendment to the Interstate Fishery Management Plans for Spanish Mackerel,
Spot, and Spotted Seatrout (ASMFC 2012). The Omnibus Amendment sets a minimum
size limit of 12 inches. In North Carolina, female Spotted Seatrout Lso is estimated at 9.88
inches (NCDMF 2022) with nearly all female Spotted Seatrout mature by the time they
are recruited to the fishery at 14 inches (Roumillat and Brouwer 2004; Jensen 2009).

Spotted Seatrout fecundity has been shown to increase with fish size as larger females
produce more eggs and spawn more frequently (Brown-Peterson and Warren 2001;
Nieland et al. 2002; Roumillat and Brouwer 2004; Murphy et al. 2010). In many species,
due to their increased reproductive capacity, large, female fish are expected to have a
disproportionately large contribution to populations (Froese 2004; Berkeley et al. 2004;
Barneche et al. 2018). More recently however, the general impact of size-specific
contributions of individual fish to populations has come into question with some evidence
that the collective reproductive output of many, smaller, mature fish may contribute more
to populations compared to the reproductive output of fewer, larger fish (Barneche et al.
2018; Lavin et al. 2021) indicating that simply protecting “BOFFFs” (big old fat fecund
female fish) may not have the desired conservation effect.
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Generally, recreational anglers and commercial fishers in North Carolina target any
Spotted Seatrout of legal size. Fish harvested commercially tend to be slightly larger than
those harvested recreationally (Table 2.1). There is a dedicated catch and release
segment of the recreational fishery (see Recreational Fishery section for more detail).
Spotted Seatrout are harvested for consumption regardless of sector.

Slot limits are a specific type of size limit where harvest is restricted to fish above a
minimum size but below a maximum size. Sometimes slot limit management will include
a trophy limit which allows limited harvest of fish above the maximum size. A slot limit for
Spotted Seatrout could protect fish below the minimum size that are not large enough to
spawn and fish above the maximum size that may spawn more often and produce more
eggs per batch (Brown-Peterson and Warren 2001; Nieland et al. 2002; Roumillat and
Brouwer 2004; Murphy et al. 2010). Slot limits can help balance various competing
interests that may exist in a fishery and provide a path to achieve management goals
(Ahrens et al. 2020). For example, the Spotted Seatrout fishery includes part-time and
full-time commercial fishers and part-time and full-time charter guides interested in the
economic benefits of the fishery and recreational anglers who may want a robust trophy
fishery or to maximize harvest potential, among a variety of other interests (Ahrens et al.
2020).

Table 2.1 Mean, minimum, and maximum lengths (fork length, inches) of Spotted Seatrout measured
from the commercial and recreational fisheries, calendar years 2012—-2022.
Commercial Recreational

Year Mean Min Max Total Mean Min Max Total
Length Length Length Number Length  Length Length Number
Measured Measured

2012 16.5 7.4 31.1 4,822 16.5 13.0 24 1 939
2013 16.7 8.7 28.5 6,144 16.8 101 23.5 865
2014 17.3 5.5 28.3 3,321 17.6 13.1 26.0 381
2015 18.3 8.9 30.9 2,676 16.9 12.8 25.0 154
2016 17.3 9.4 31.7 3,025 16.8 13.0 25.2 647
2017 17.6 7.6 32.9 3,066 17.0 11.6 25.8 864
2018 17.2 10.5 28.0 1,180 15.7 9.3 23.3 274
2019 17.3 101 28.9 2,622 16.7 10.7 24.6 1,574
2020 17.5 10.9 33.4 2,851 17.0 12.1 26.8 1,119
2021 17.5 10.9 29.9 3,432 17.0 111 26.5 1,019
2022 17.9 13.2 28.3 3,314 17.4 12.6 28.0 632

As a standalone management measure, changes to the current Spotted Seatrout
minimum size limit are unlikely to reach the necessary harvest reductions to meet
statutory requirements. Reductions from increasing the minimum size limit are most likely
to be achieved in the short term while long term harvest reductions are lower with some
portion of harvest recouped. A delay in harvest could allow more fish to spawn prior to
harvest, providing non-quantifiable benefits to the stock. However, Spotted Seatrout
growth rates would likely minimize the non-quantifiable benefits from harvest delay as
sub-legal fish are recruited to the fishery within a spawning season. Increasing the
minimum size limit to 15 inches appears to result in an 8.6% harvest reduction. On
average, Spotted Seatrout grow 4.5 inches between year one and year two (Table 2.2)
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meaning a 14-inch fish at the beginning of the biological year (March) is likely to be well
over a 15-inch minimum size during the spawning season (May-August). Most harvest
occurs in October, November, and December which means fish well below a 15" minimum
size will likely enter the fishery prior to the end of the fishing year but may have a chance
to spawn prior to being subject to harvest in the fall. Fish of sub-legal size in the fall would
probably not recruit to the fishery until the following spring allowing for some reduction in
harvest. As females grow faster than males, sub-legal female fish will recruit to the fishery
more rapidly diminishing any potential quantifiable or non-quantifiable benefits from a size
limit increase. With the current minimum size at L1ioo and the growth rates of Spotted
Seatrout, an increase in the minimum size may be less effective at reducing harvest than
anticipated but may have unquantifiable benefits. Increasing the minimum size limit
should be considered in conjunction with other measures as means to ensure sustainable
harvest.

Table 2.2. Average length at age in inches for female and pooled (male and female) Spotted Seatrout
calculated using von Bertalanffy growth parameters from 2022 stock assessment (NCDMF
2022).

Age Mean Length Mean Length
(female) (pooled)

0 7.6 6.6
1 14.3 121
2 19.4 16.6
3 231 20.1
4 25.9 23.0
5 28.0 25.3
6 29.6 27.2
7 30.8 28.7
8 31.6 29.9
9 32.8 30.8

Implementing a slot limit alone will not reduce fishing mortality below the threshold unless
the size range available for harvest is very limited (Table 2.3), but reductions from a slot
limit are more likely to be realized over the long-term than reductions from increasing the
minimum size. Rapid growth early in life means Spotted Seatrout recruit to the fishery
quickly but will also quickly grow out of a narrow slot limit. The average length of a one-
year-old female fish is 14.3 inches and average length increases to 19.4 inches and 23.1
inches by ages two and three respectively (Table 2.2). On average, a female Spotted
Seatrout will be recruited to the fishery with a narrow slot range for about one or two
years. The probability of a relatively short harvest window of each year class, particularly
for female fish, makes a slot limit a potentially useful management measure especially
when combined with other measures. Allowing the harvest of a “trophy”, or over slot fish,
should be considered with caution. Relatively few Spotted Seatrout over 24" are
harvested meaning a trophy allowance of less than 24” will result in a minimal overall
harvest reduction. Most of the reduction in harvest gained from a 14"-20” slot limit is from
fish between 20” - 22” with almost all the harvest reduction coming from fish less than 26”
(Table 2.3). A trophy limit with a higher minimum trophy size (e.g., allowing harvest of one
fish over 24” or over 33.5” which is the length of the current state record Spotted Seatrout)
would maintain most of the harvest reductions gained from a traditional slot limit while still
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allowing for the harvest of “a fish of a lifetime” or the setting of a new Spotted Seatrout
state record.

Anecdotally, the practice of “high grading” is common in the Spotted Seatrout fishery.
High grading is where someone catches a legal limit of fish, keeps that limit in their
possession, and continues fishing for larger or higher quality fish. Upon catching such a
fish, the smaller or lower quality fish are discarded, and the larger or higher quality fish
are kept. These discarded fish have higher than usual mortality rates (Nelson et al. 2021).
“Possession” is defined in NCMFC rule as “actual or constructive holding whether under
claim of ownership or not” [NCMFC Rule 15A NCAC 031 .0101 (2)(g)] making the practice
of high grading illegal as it involves possessing more than a legal limit of Spotted Seatrout.
For example, an angler who catches a four fish limit of Spotted Seatrout and keeps those
fish in a live well, but continues fishing until catching a larger Spotted Seatrout, then
discards one of the fish from the live well has possessed five fish or one fish more than
the legal possession limit for Spotted Seatrout, even if only for a short period of time.
Despite the illegality of high grading, enforcement is exceedingly difficult. A traditional slot
limit would likely reduce instances of high grading, but a trophy limit could encourage
more anglers to participate in this behavior and subsequently decrease potential
reductions by increasing dead discards in the fishery though it is impossible to quantify
by how much.

Table 2.3. Expected reductions in harvest from various size limits in the North Carolina Spotted
Seatrout fishery. The only realistic size limit change that will end overfishing as a
standalone measure is a narrow slot limit with no trophy allowance or a trophy allowance
of 24” or longer. Rec Reduction (Ib) is based on average recreational landings from 2019
to 2022. *Total % Reduction includes a 24,4241b (4.3%) reduction in commercial harvest
for 15” minimum size and a 36,921lb (6.5%) reduction in commercial harvest for 16”
minimum size based on average commercial landings from 2019 to 2022. Commercial
harvest reduction is 0% in all other cases.

Size limit examples (inches Total Length)

Size Limit Recreational Recreational Total % Reduction
Reduction (Ib) Reduction (%)
15” minimum 183,693 5.5 5.3*
16” minimum 554,420 16.6 15.1*
14"-20" 617,878 18.5 15.8
14"-22" 240,471 7.2 6.2
14"-24" 106,876 3.2 2.7
147-20” with one 507,662 15.2 13.0
fish over 24”
14"-20” with one 601,178 18.0 15.4
fish over 26”
14"-20" with one 617,878 18.5 15.8
fish over 30”
15"-20" with one 731,433 21.9 18.7
fish over 24”
16"-20" with one 1,102,159 33.0 28.2
fish over 24”
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A slot limit could be implemented either in the recreational sector or across both the
recreational and commercial sectors. A recreational slot limit might lead to increased dead
discards. Though the expected discard mortality rate for Spotted Seatrout caught with
hook and line is low and the discard mortality rate for larger Spotted Seatrout may be
lower than the average rate (Gearhart 2002), the already high number of discarded
Spotted Seatrout underscores the importance of considering release mortality when
exploring management options. Gear requirements (e.g., circle hooks when fishing live
or natural bait) and continued ethical angling education could help minimize dead
discards in the recreational fishery. Similarly, a commercial slot limit would likely lead to
increased dead discards. North Carolina specific estimates for total mortality (at-net
mortality plus delayed mortality) of discarded Spotted Seatrout only exist for the anchored
small-mesh gill-net fishery and vary depending on mesh size with an average of 79%
(Price and Gearhart 2002). Though anchored small-mesh gill nets have historically been
the predominate gear in this fishery, recently runaround gill nets have become
increasingly common. Data characterizing dead discards in the commercial fishery are
limited though Observer Program data shows limited discards in the anchored gill-net
fishery and about 84% of total trips land less than the 75 fish limit (Appendix 1). These
data indicate dead discards are likely low under current management. However, it is
unclear if dead discards will increase if management changes. Pairing a commercial slot
limit with corresponding mesh size changes may not be effective in reducing discards due
to the lack of size selectivity across various mesh sizes for Spotted Seatrout (see
Appendix 1). Prohibiting commercial gear based on reducing dead discards in the Spotted
Seatrout fishery would affect a variety of other fisheries. Since implementing a
commercial slot limit would either broadly affect other fisheries or likely increase dead
discards, thus reducing the effectiveness of management, a commercial slot limit is not
the most effective management option to reduce commercial harvest. Implementing a slot
limit for the recreational sector only may simply shift the harvest of large fish to the
commercial fishery resulting in the projected harvest reduction not being realized, though
quantifying this shift is not possible.

A narrow slot limit with a trophy allowance of one fish over 24” implemented just for the
recreational sector could reduce total harvest below the level of harvest that would lead
to Frhreshola (total harvest reduction of 28.2%, Table 2.3). It is possible that reduction may
be less than expected due to increased dead discards in the recreational sector and a
portion of that reduction would be recouped by the commercial sector resulting in a
realized reduction less than 28.2%. As such, more conservative management measures
to buffer overall harvest reductions should be considered if a slot limit is implemented.
For example, a recreational slot limit of 16”"-20” with an allowance for one fish over 24”
paired with a commercial minimum size of 16” would reduce total harvest by 29.1% which
would reduce F below the threshold and minimize some of the recoupment potential in
the commercial sector. If combined with changes to the allowable stretched mesh size for
commercial harvest of Spotted Seatrout, it should be possible to reduce harvest and
minimize dead discards in the commercial sector. However, such a measure would not
address the potential for increased dead discards from the release of out of slot fish, the
high recoupment in the commercial sector if commercial harvest significantly shifted
toward larger fish, and the recent trend of increased effort in both sectors.
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Option 1: Size Limit Options

a. Status Quo — no change to the 14” minimum commercial size limit. Consider
recreational size limit changes as a part of the overall management strategy to
achieve sustainable harvest but not as a single solution option.

b. Recreational 16™-20" slot limit with allowance for one fish over 24” and commercial
16” minimum size limit

Seasonal Closures

The Spotted Seatrout fishery in North Carolina predominantly occurs in fall across both
the recreational and commercial sectors (Figure 2.2). For a more detailed description of
seasonal harvest, see the Commercial and Recreational Fishery sections of Amendment
1. While there might be small regional variations in these seasonal patterns, broadly the
patterns are consistent statewide.
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Figure 2.2 Average monthly harvest of Spotted Seatrout in pounds by sector from Biological Year
2012—-2022. The top panel is recreational harvest, and the bottom panel is commercial
harvest. Note: the vertical axis scale is different between panels to illustrate seasonal
variation. The Biological Year is March — February.
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Seasonal closures can be an effective way of limiting harvest, especially when closures
are at the end of the fishing year to prevent recoupment of harvest. Closures prior to the
end of the fishing year should include a buffer above the desired reduction to account for
recoupment. It is possible to end overfishing in the Spotted Seatrout fishery through
seasonal closures. In theory, a closure that spans the spawning season could reduce
overall harvest enough to reach the threshold F (Table 2.4) and provide the added benefit
of allowing more Spotted Seatrout to spawn each season. Though 2022 spawning stock
biomass does not indicate the need for additional spawning protections, reducing harvest
during the spawning season would have non-quantifiable benefits to the Spotted Seatrout
stock. A spawning season closure, however, is not at the end of the fishing year therefore
it is likely some amount of recoupment would occur after the season closure. A spawning
season closure would also have to be longer than a winter closure to reduce harvest to a
level that will meet management objectives (Table 2.4). Because recoupment is likely
with a spawning season closure or closures that extend past the end of the biological year
the closure should be extended, or other management options considered in tandem with
the closure to ensure harvest reductions end overfishing. For example, during the AC
Workshop there was discussion about a January—March commercial season closure
(Table 2.4). While the bulk of reductions from such a closure come from January and
February, the reductions gained in March are likely to be recouped throughout the year
though some fish are likely to spawn prior to being harvested providing additional benefits
to the stock. Extending the January—March closure or including additional management
strategies should be considered to increase the likelihood of reaching management
objectives. Input received during the public scoping period and from discussions with the
Spotted Seatrout FMP Advisory Committee indicate that stakeholders would prefer a
shorter season closure if possible. A winter closure at the end of the biological year could
reach similar harvest reductions as a spawning season closure over a shorter timeframe
with no recoupment of harvest.

Table 2.4. Expected reductions in harvest for each sector from seasonal closures in the North
Carolina Spotted Seatrout fishery. Reduction in pounds are based on average harvest from
2019 to 2022. Unless otherwise noted, monthly closures are for the entire month and day
of week closures begin at 11:59 p.m. the day prior to the beginning and end at 12:01 a.m.
the day after the end (e.g., for a Sat-Sun closure, the fishery will close at 11:59 p.m. Friday
and reopen at 12:01 a.m. Monday). A reduction of at least 19.9% (threshold) is needed to
end overfishing. *Day of week closures are only calculated for commercial sector.
**Reduction for period does not meet the harvest reduction necessary to meet the F

threshold.
Season Closure Examples
Month Day of Recreational Recreational Commercial Commercial Total
Closures Week Reduction Reduction Reduction Reduction Reduction
Closures* (Ib) (%) (Ib) (%) (%)
- Jan—Sep, 0.00** 0.0** 172,107 30.3 4.4**
Sat-Sun;
Oct-Dec,
Sat—Mon
Jan—Feb - 581,139 17.4* 122,690 21.6 18.0**
Apr=Jul Oct-Dec, 584,479 17.5* 213,572 37.6 20.4
Sat-Mon
Jan—Mar - 741,538 22.3 153,363 27.0 23.0
Dec 16-Feb - 738,113 22.1 168,131 29.6 23.2
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Jan-Feb Oct-Dec, 581,139 17 .4** 228,340 40.2 28.2
Sat—Mon

Nov—Feb - 1,843,613 55.2 323,198 56.9 55.4

May 16—Sep - 714,734 214 80,657 14.2** 20.4

A seasonal closure could be over the same timeframe for the commercial and recreational
sectors or could vary depending on sector. A consistent season for both sectors is easier
for recreational anglers and commercial fishers to understand, would ease the
enforcement burden, and can decrease user group conflict. Ending overfishing in both
sectors is more complicated with the same season across sectors as is ensuring a similar
reduction for each sector. For example, if the Spotted Seatrout fishery is closed January
1 and does not reopen until the end of February, there would be a 21.6% reduction in
commercial harvest (ends overfishing in the commercial sector), but only a 17.4%
reduction in recreational harvest (does not end overfishing in the recreational sector).
Different seasons for each sector could help ensure parity between sectors and that
harvest is reduced enough to reach the threshold or target F but could cause confusion
for stakeholders though there is precedent for different recreational and commercial
seasons in multiple N.C. fisheries (e.g., Southern Flounder and Striped Bass).

Though the general seasonal pattern of Spotted Seatrout harvest is consistent across the
state, season closures could have unexpected outcomes due to small, regional
differences in these broad patterns. For example, anecdotal reports from the for-hire
industry indicate the importance of the small June and July harvest increase (Figure 2.2)
to charter captains in the northern region of the state. A harvest closure during the
spawning season could have a larger than expected impact on the northern for-hire fleet,
though data to determine the extent of any impact is unavailable. A season closure
outside the spawning season — e.g., a season closure at the end of the biological year —
could mitigate the financial impact to the northern for-hire fleet while also reducing the
potential for recoupment and length of a harvest closure.

It is also important to consider other potential target species during a proposed closed
season. The most common species landed on commercial trips that land Spotted
Seatrout is Striped Mullet (see Appendix 1). Similarly, Spotted Seatrout is the most
common species landed on commercial trips that land Striped Mullet. Fishers in both
fisheries use similar gear types with runaround gill nets becoming more common in recent
years but anchored small mesh gill nets still common. The overlap in gear types and
landings provides strong evidence that the Spotted Seatrout and Striped Mullet
commercial fisheries operate alongside each other underscoring the importance of
considering how management changes in the recently adopted Amendment 2 to the
Striped Mullet FMP might affect Spotted Seatrout harvest and vice versa. The selected
sustainable harvest management option in the Striped Mullet FMP is weekend
commercial harvest closures on Saturday and Sunday January through September and
Saturday through Monday October through December. Mirroring these weekend closures
for the Spotted Seatrout commercial fishery would simplify management, could
theoretically end overfishing in the commercial sector (Table 2.4), and reduce the
potential for dead discards in both fisheries. However, if commercial fishers increase effort
during the week to compensate for lost weekend days harvest recoupment is likely.
Striped Mullet offshore spawning migrations in the fall largely coincide with wind events
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providing an opportunity for large numbers of fish to avoid harvest when a “mullet blow”
occurs during a closed weekend period. Spotted Seatrout do not have this same
migratory behavior. In fact, Spotted Seatrout overwinter in sometimes large aggregations
in the upper estuary and begin forming these aggregations in the fall. Such aggregations
allow for easier targeting of large numbers of Spotted Seatrout and could lead to a much
greater degree of harvest recoupment from a shift in fishing effort compared to Striped
Mullet. Day of the week closures could be considered in tandem with other management
measures to ensure overfishing is ended. For example, combining the weekend closures
adopted in Amendment 2 to the Striped Mullet FMP with a January—February harvest
closure would give an on paper commercial harvest reduction of around 47% (46.8%).
Even though it is unlikely that full harvest reduction is reached, the January—February
harvest closure would provide a buffer and increase the likelihood of ending overfishing.
However, if the reduction in recreational harvest were less than 47%, the perception could
exist of the commercial sector taking a larger harvest reduction despite the commercial
sector accounting for a smaller proportion of overall landings even though the realized
reduction would probably fall well below the on-paper reduction. Mirroring a portion of the
Striped Mullet regulations could act to balance the benefits of similar management across
FMPs and the perception of a lack of parity between sectors. For example, implementing
the same management as the Striped Mullet FMP during the peak harvest for both
species (Saturday—Monday harvest closure October—-December) with an additional
Spotted Seatrout harvest closure January—February would match management between
FMPs during the timeframe when most harvest occurs and result in a 40.2% on paper
reduction in Spotted Seatrout harvest. This would reduce dead discards in both fisheries
and decrease possible confusion caused by different management measures for each
fishery during peak harvest seasons while still providing additional Spotted Seatrout
management beyond weekend closures to account for expected recoupment in that
fishery. Even if recreational management is expected to result in a harvest reduction less
than 40%, it is likely the realized reduction percentages would be closer offering less of a
chance for perceived lack of parity between sectors.

The types of baits and gear used in the recreational fishery are also commonly used when
targeting Red Drum, Striped Bass, Southern Flounder, and Black Drum. When open,
Striped Bass and Southern Flounder are quota managed species, therefore harvest of
these species could not increase if effort shifts occur. If recreational anglers unable to
target Spotted Seatrout due to a seasonal closure instead targeted Red Drum or Black
Drum, this could lead to an increase in harvest. It is not possible to predict how angler
behavior might change when regulations change, however; the seasonality of the Red
Drum and Black Drum fisheries could be considered when determining the timeframe for
a Spotted Seatrout seasonal closure.

Option 2: Seasonal Closure Options

a. Status Quo — manage fishery without seasonal harvest closure

b. Dec 16 — Feb 28/29 harvest closure (both sectors)

c. 11:59 p.m. Friday—12:01 a.m. Tuesday commercial harvest closure October 1—
December 31 and Jan 1-February commercial harvest closure. Consider
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recreational seasonal closures as a part of the overall management strategy to
achieve sustainable harvest but not as a single solution option.

d. Nov 1 - Feb 28/29 harvest closure (both sectors)
Bag and Trip Limits

The recreational bag limit for Spotted Seatrout is currently 4 fish per person per day. Most
recreational anglers, however, harvest less than their limit of Spotted Seatrout. From
2019-2022 - just over 73% of anglers harvested two or fewer Spotted Seatrout and nearly
48% of anglers harvested just one Spotted Seatrout. Harvest reductions needed to reach
the F threshold could be achieved in the recreational fishery through bag limit changes,
but harvest reductions needed to reach the F target are not possible with bag limit
changes as a standalone measure (Table 2.5). Reducing recreational harvest to reach
the F threshold would require decreasing the recreational bag limit to two fish per person
per day. Reducing the allowable bag limit to meet the minimum reduction necessary to
end overfishing in the recreational sector would enact management that is easy to
understand, easy to enforce, and straightforward. Even though a two fish bag limit would
result in a 27.7% reduction (Table 2.5), the public could potentially conflate the number
of fish an angler is theoretically allowed to harvest with the number of fish most anglers
actually harvest leading to the misperception that a two fish bag limit is a 50% reduction
(Figure 2.3).

Table 2.5. Expected reductions in recreational harvest and total harvest from bag limit changes.
Reductions in pounds are based on average recreational harvest from 2019 to 2022. Total
harvest reductions assume no other management is implemented. Reductions of at least
19.9% (threshold) up to 53.9% (target) are needed to end overfishing. *Reduction does not
meet the 19.9% (3 fish bag limit) or 53.9% (1 fish bag limit) harvest reduction necessary to
reach Frhreshold OF FTarget.

Bag Limit Reduction Examples |

Bag Limit Recreational Recreational Total Harvest
Reduction (Ib) Reduction (%) Reduction
3 394,106 11.8* 10.1*
2 925,146 27.7 23.7
1 1,760,116 52.7* 45.0*
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Figure 2.3. The proportion of total recreational Spotted Seatrout harvest where bar color refers to the
number of fish harvested. Though the specific proportions of total harvest from each
harvest bin vary year to year, approximately 75% of recreational anglers consistently
harvest two or fewer Spotted Seatrout.

Currently there is a 75 fish commercial trip limit for Spotted Seatrout. Approximately 16%
of commercial trips reach that limit with about half (52%) harvesting 30 or less Spotted
Seatrout and over three quarters (84%) harvesting 70 or fewer fish. Reductions to the
threshold in the commercial sector could be achieved through lowering the commercial
trip limit as a standalone measure but, while technically possible, it is unlikely the
necessary trip limit (<20 fish) to approach the target is realistic (Table 2.6). Regardless of
whether commercial harvest is reduced to the threshold or the target level, management
to reduce commercial harvest would not end overfishing in the combined Spotted
Seatrout fishery. Like the recreational sector, there exists the potential for public
misperception about harvest reductions stemming from changes to trip limits. For
example, reducing the commercial trip limit to 45 fish results in a 21.5% reduction in
commercial harvest (Table 2.6) but could be incorrectly perceived as a larger reduction if
commercial fishers conflate the actual harvest reduction with the theoretical reduction in
allowable harvest (40%).
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Table 2.6. Expected reductions in commercial harvest from trip limit changes. Reductions in pounds
are based on average commercial harvest from 2019 to 2022. Total harvest reductions
assume no other management is implemented. Reductions of at least 19.9% (threshold)
up to 53.9% (target) are needed to end overfishing. *Reduction does not meet the 19.9%
(55 fish trip limit) or 53.9% (20 fish trip limit) harvest reduction necessary to reach Frhreshold

or FTarget.
Trip Limit Reduction Examples
Trip Limit Commercial Commercial Total Harvest
Reduction (Ib) Reduction (%) Reduction (%)
55 70,433 12.4* 1.8
45 122,122 21.5 3.1
20 301,046 53.0* 7.7

Lowering the Spotted Seatrout recreational bag limit or commercial trip limit would
probably cause increased dead discards of Spotted Seatrout in both sectors of the fishery
which can act to decrease the effectiveness of management changes. Changes to bag
limits could be paired with gear requirements (see Appendix 3) and commercial trip limit
changes could be accompanied by changes or limits to allowable gear (see Appendix 1)
to mitigate dead discards in the fishery.

Option 3: Bag and Trip Limit Options

a. Status Quo — manage commercial fishery with no changes to the 75 fish trip limit
and consider recreational bag limit changes as a part of the overall management
strategy to achieve sustainable harvest but not as a single solution option.

b. Reduce recreational bag limit to 2 fish and commercial trip limit to 45 fish

Stop Nets

The stop net fishery is a modification of a traditional beach seine that primarily targets
Striped Mullet and is unique to Bogue Banks. This fishery holds historic and cultural value
in North Carolina and especially Carteret County (See Striped Mullet FMP and
Amendment 1 for review of historical significance of stop net fishery). Where traditional
beach seine fisheries involve setting and hauling a net from the beach, the stop net fishery
adds a stationary “stop net” set perpendicular to the beach in an L-shape (see Spotted
Seatrout FMP for more detail on the execution of the stop net fishery). The 2012 Spotted
Seatrout FMP implemented a 75 fish commercial trip limit, but it was noted in the plan
there was the potential for dead discards to exceed harvest in high-volume fisheries like
the stop net fishery (NCDMF 2012). The MFC tasked the DMF Director with addressing
the stop net fishery outside of the 2012 FMP. Since 2013, the stop net fishery has opened
and closed by proclamation and operates under an annual Memorandum of Agreement
(MOA) signed by a party of the combined fishing operation and the DMF Fisheries
Management Section Chief. The MOA sets a 4,595 Ib. Spotted Seatrout season quota,
requires a party to the stop net fishery to alert DMF prior to fishing the stop nets, and
requires reporting of Spotted Seatrout landings in pounds the same day the stop nets are
fished. In recent years the stop net fishery has opened around October 15 and closed on
December 31. Additionally, stop nets are limited to a maximum of four stop nets between
Beaufort Inlet and Bogue Inlet at any one time with each combined fishing operation
allowed to set a maximum of two stop nets.
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Since implementation of current management in 2013, the stop net fishery has never
reached their 4,595 Ib. quota. Stop net landings represent a very minor proportion of
Spotted Seatrout commercial landings and an even smaller portion of total commercial
and recreational landings. For example, the highest stop net landings from 2013 through
2022 were 3,700 Ib. which accounted for 1.4% of commercial landings and 0.2% of total
landings in that year. Most years the stop net fishery accounts for less than half a percent
of commercial landings and less than a tenth of a percent of combined landings. Due to
the strict existing management of the stop net fishery, the potential for additional harvest
reductions from the recently adopted Amendment 2 to the Striped Mullet FMP, and the
low contribution to Spotted Seatrout landings under the current stop net fishery
management, additional harvest restrictions may not be necessary in the stop net fishery.
However, formalizing current management of the stop net fishery should be considered
in this amendment.

Option 4: Stop Net Management Options

a) Status quo — 4,595 Ib. season quota with terms and conditions of stop net fishery
and responsibilities of the stop net crew outlined in Memorandum of Agreement.

b) Stop nets are restricted to the Atlantic Ocean on Bogue Banks with a 4,595 Ib.
Spotted Seatrout season quota. The season will open no sooner than October 15
and close when the Spotted Seatrout quota is reached or no later than December
31. Any weekend closures to commercial harvest implemented in Option 2 will also
apply to the Bogue Banks stop net fishery. Stop net crews must contact N.C. DMF
Marine Patrol Communication each time a stop net is set and at least two hours
prior to each time a stop net is fished. The same day a stop net is fished and the
catch is landed at the fish house, a representative of the stop net crew must contact
DMF Fisheries Management Section to report the daily total of Spotted Seatrout in
pounds as it appears on the trip ticket. Same day reporting is required even if zero
Spotted Seatrout are harvested. Failure to follow reporting requirements will result
in an immediate closure of the stop net fishery. The stop net fishery will be
managed by proclamation consistent with but not Ilimited to previous
proclamations.

Combination Management Measures

Combining multiple strategies to achieve management goals is common in fisheries
management including in the original Spotted Seatrout Fishery Management Plan which
combines size limits with trip and bag limits and weekend prohibitions on commercial
harvest or possession of Spotted Seatrout in joint waters. Multiple management
measures rather than a single, standalone management measure allow for more
specific, targeted management to account for a variety of factors including species life
history and biology, differences in the fishery (e.g., industry, regional, etc.), or
competing interests in the fishery. As there are few standalone management measures
to end overfishing in the Spotted Seatrout fishery, combination measures will help
ensure management is realistic and management objectives are more likely to be
achieved. Additionally, a management strategy comprised of more than one
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management measure can allow for increased or more consistent access to the fishery
(Tables 2.7 and 2.8). For example, implementing a slot limit along with a seasonal
closure in the Spotted Seatrout recreational fishery would allow for a shortened closure
period when compared to a seasonal closure as a standalone measure.
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Table 2.7. Combination management measures to end overfishing and achieve sustainable harvest. The Total % Reduction column shows the
total percent reduction if no changes to commercial management are implemented. Unless otherwise noted, season closures or
bag limit reductions include the entirety of the month. *Total reduction does not reduce F to the 19.9% threshold (options 1.a, and
1.b). Harvest reductions in pounds are based on 2019-2022 average recreational harvest.

Option # Season Closure  Bag Limit (number Size Limit Recreational Recreational Total %

of fish) Reduction (Ib) Reduction (%) Reduction
5.a Jan—Feb Oct-Dec 3 fish - 738,113 221 18.9*
5b Nov-Feb 3fish 16” minimum 741,453 22.2 19.0*
5.c - Oct-Feb 3 fish  14-20", 1 over 26” 824,950 24.7 21.1
5d Jan 16-Feb - 14-20", 1 over 26” 935,166 28.0 23.9
5.e Dec 16-Feb 3 fish - 1,015,323 30.4 26.0
5f Jan—Feb - 14-20", 1 over 26” 1,078,781 32.3 27.6
5.9 Jan—-Feb Oct-Dec 3 fish  14-20”, 1 over 26” 1,205,696 36.1 30.9
5.h Apr—Jun 3 fish 14-207, 1 over 26” 1,292,533 38.7 33.1
5.i Jan—Feb 3 fish 14-20", 1 over 26" 1,319,252 39.5 33.8
5, Dec 16-Feb 3 fish 14-207, 1 over 26” 1,436,148 43.0 36.7
5.k Apr—Jul 3 fish 14-20”, 1 over 26" 1,439,488 431 36.8
5.1 Dec—Feb 2 fish  14-207, 1 over 26” 1,923,770 57.6 49.2

Table 2.8. Combination management measures to end overfishing and achieve sustainable harvest. The Total % Reduction column shows the

total percent reduction if no recreational management changes are implemented. No management options applied solely to the
commercial sector reduce fotal harvest to a level where F meets the 19.9% threshold. Unless otherwise noted, seasonal closures
include the entirety of the month. Harvest reductions in pounds are based on 2019-2022 average commercial harvest.

Option # Season Closure Trip Limit Size Limit Commercial Commercial Total %

(number of fish) Reduction (Ib) Reduction (%) Reduction
6.a Jan 16-Feb 60 - 131,210 23.1 3.4
6.b Jan-Feb 65 - 145,979 25.7 3.7
6.c Jan-Feb - 16” min 149,955 26.4 3.8
6.d Feb 45 - 164,155 28.9 4.2
6.e Jan 16-Feb 45 - 193,124 34.0 49
6.f Jan-Feb 50 - 197,100 34.7 5.0
6.9 Dec 16-Feb 60 - 202,780 35.7 5.2
6.h Dec-Feb 40 - 314,110 55.3 8.0
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Multiple strategies to manage a fishery can be especially helpful when considering
different and potentially competing stakeholder objectives as well as ensuring
management objectives are realistic for different sectors and therefore more likely to be
achieved. However, combining multiple strategies can also lead to more complex
management potentially resulting in stakeholder confusion and enforcement difficulties.
It is important to balance the increasing complexity of multiple management layers with
stakeholder and management objectives.

Options 5/6: Combination Management Options

a) Option 5.h with commercial management handled through seasonal closures as a
standalone measure (see Option 2.c)

Adaptive Management

The current Spotted Seatrout adaptive management framework needs to be updated.
Adaptive management is a structured decision-making process when uncertainty exists,
with the objective of reducing uncertainty through time with monitoring. Adaptive
management provides flexibility to incorporate new information and accommodate
alternative and/or additional actions. The original FMP included adaptive management to
“achieve one half of the reductions necessary and to reassess after three years to
evaluate the effectiveness of the measures to reduce harvest” and for the Director to
“‘intervene in the event of a catastrophic” cold stun event (NCDMF 2012).

While success or failure of any given management strategy to sustain the stock is best
determined through a quantitative stock assessment the ability to adjust management
between stock assessments based on evidence of management strategies not sustaining
the stock can be an important conservation tool. For example, by itself failure to achieve
projected harvest reductions does not necessarily indicate failure of a management
measure but could conversely indicate improving stock conditions. However, failure to
achieve harvest reductions combined with warning signs in dependent or independent
sampling (e.g., a decrease in independent sampling abundance or a truncation of age or
length distributions in dependent or independent catch) could indicate a need to adjust
management strategies. Peer reviewed stock assessments and stock assessment
updates should continue to be used to guide management decisions for the Spotted
Seatrout stock. The 2022 peer reviewed stock assessment (NCDMF 2022) should be
updated, at least once between full reviews of the plan to gauge success in maintaining
sustainable harvest and to monitor changes in F. The 2022 stock assessment had a
terminal year of 2019 and Amendment 1 management measures will be implemented, at
the earliest, in 2025. Given this timeline, the earliest a stock assessment update should
be completed is during 2026 with the inclusion of data from 2025. The timing of a stock
assessment update is at the discretion of the Division and will consider stock trends and
the timing of prior management when determining the appropriate schedule. An
assessment update will best determine if management goals are being met, but an
adaptive management structure that allows for needed adjustments to management
measures between stock assessment updates is an important tool for attaining
management goals.
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The existing Spotted Seatrout rule, 15A NCAC 03M .0522, provides the Fisheries Director
proclamation authority pursuant to 15A NCAC 03H .0103 to impose any of the following
restrictions on the taking of Spotted Seatrout:

1) Specify time;

2) Specify area;

3) Specify means and methods;
4) Specify season;

5) Specify size; and

6) Specify quantity.

Upon adoption of Amendment 1, the adaptive management framework will consist of the
following:

Option 7: Adaptive Management Framework

1) The adaptive management framework allows for adjusting management measures
outside of an updated stock assessment to ensure compliance with and
effectiveness of management strategies adopted in Amendment 1 and is a tool to
respond to concerns with stock conditions and fishery trends. Upon evaluation by
the division, if the management strategy implemented to achieve sustainable
harvest (either through Amendment 1 or a subsequent revision) is not achieving
the intended purpose, management measures may be revised or removed and
replaced using adaptive management; provided it conforms to part 2.

2) Management measures that may be adjusted using adaptive management
include:

Season closures

Day of week closures

Trip or vessel limits

Size limits

Bag or vessel limits

Gear restrictions in support of the measures listed in a-e

"0 00T
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MANAGEMENT OPTIONS
Table 2.9. Management options to achieve sustainable harvest in the Spotted Seatrout fishery.
Topic Option Description
Size limits 1.a Status quo — no change to commercial size limit. Consider
recreational size limit changes as a part of the overall management
strategy to achieve sustainable harvest but not as a single solution
option.
1.b Recreational 16”20 slot limit with allowance for one fish over 24”

and commercial 16” minimum size limit

Season closure 2.a Status quo — no season closure as standalone measure

2.b Statewide season closure Dec 16 — Feb 28/29 (both sectors)

2.c 11:59 p.m. Friday-12:01 a.m. Tuesday statewide commercial
harvest closure Oct-Dec and Jan-Feb commercial harvest closure.
Consider recreational season closures as a part of the overall
management strategy to achieve sustainable harvest but not as a
single solution option.

2d Statewide season closure Nov 1 — Feb (both sectors)

Bag and trip limits 3.a Status quo — no change to commercial trip limit. Consider
recreational bag limit changes as a part of the overall management
strategy to achieve sustainable harvest but not as a single solution
option.

3.b Reduce recreational bag limit to 2 fish and commercial trip limit to
45 fish
Stop net 4.a Status quo — no change
4.b No change to quota but formalize management in FMP
Combinations 5.a-j& See tables 2.8 and 2.9
6.a-h
Adaptive management 7
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Table 2.10. Expected reduction in recreational and commercial harvest from management examples organized by single solution ideas including size limit
changes (SL.1-10), seasonal or day of the week closures (SC.1-11), commercial trip limit changes (TL.1-6), and recreational bag limit changes
(BL.1-6) and combination management ideas including recreational combination management ideas (5.a-l) and commercial combination
management ideas (6.a—h). These management examples can be found in Tables 2.3-2.8 but are included in this table for ease of reference.
Reductions in pounds are based on average recreational or commercial harvest from 2019 to 2022. Total harvest reductions assume no other
management is implemented. Reductions of at least 19.9% (threshold) up to 53.9% (target) are needed to end overfishing. Important table notes:
Management examples presented here are not additive. In other words, an overall total expected harvest reduction for combinations of single
solution ideas cannot be reached by adding together the Total % Reduction of each individual single solution ideas. Management examples that
do not reach at least a 19.9% reduction in harvest will not meet the statutory requirement of ending overfishing. *Day of week harvest
closures are only for commercial harvest, therefore any harvest reduction from day of week closures only includes reductions in commercial harvest.
Management Month Day of Bag Limit ~ Trip Limit Size Limit Recreational Recreational Commercial Commercial Total %
Examples Closure Week (number of fish) (number Reduction Reduction Reduction Reduction  Reduction
Closure of fish) (Ib) (%) (Ib) (%)
Single
Solution
Ideas
SL.1 - - - - 14"-24" 106,876 3.2 26,696 4.7 3.4
SL.2 - - - - 15” minimum 183,693 5.5 24,424 4.3 5.3
SL.3 - - - - 16” minimum 554,420 16.6 39,921 6.5 6.2
SL.4 - - - - 147-22" 240,471 7.2 65,321 11.5 7.8
SL.5 - - - - 14"-20", 1 >24” 507,662 15.2 0 0 13.0
SL.6 - - - - 14"-20", 1 >26” 601,178 18.0 0 0 15.4
SL.7 - - - - 14"-20", 1 >30” 617,878 18.5 0 0 15.8
SL.8 - - - - 157-207, 1 >24” 731,433 21.9 0 0 18.7
SL.9 - - - - 14"-20" 617,878 18.5 202,212 35.6 21.0
SL.10 - - - - 167-20", 1 >24” 1,102,159 33.0 0 0 28.2
SC.1 - Jan-Sep, - - - 0 0 172,107 30.3 4.4
Sat-Sun;
Oct-Dec,
Sat—-Mon
SC.2 Apr—Jun - - - - 407,465 12.2 99,970 17.6 13.0
SC.3 Apr—Jun Oct-Dec, - - - 407,465 12.2 213,572 37.6 15.7
Sat-Mon*
SC.4 Apr—Jul - - - - 584,478 17.5 107,922 19.0 17.7
SC.5 Jan- - - - - 581,139 17.4 122,690 21.6 18.0
Feb
SC.6 Apr—Jul Oct-Dec, - - - 584,479 17.5 213,572 37.6 204
Sat-Mon*
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Management Month Day of Bag Limit ~ Trip Limit Size Limit Recreational Recreational Commercial Commercial Total %
Examples Closure Week (number of fish) (number Reduction Reduction Reduction Reduction Reduction
Closure of fish) (Ib) (%) (Ib) (%)

SC.7 May 16— - - - - 714,734 21.4 80,657 14.2 20.4
Sep

SC.8 Jan- - - - - 741,453 22.2 153,363 27.0 22.9
Mar

SC.9 Dec 16— - - - - 738,113 221 168,131 29.6 23.2
Feb

SC.10 Jan— Oct-Dec, - - - 581,139 17.4 228,340 40.2 28.2
Feb Sat-Mon*

SC.11 Nov— - - - - 1,843,613 55.2 323,198 56.9 55.4
Feb

TL.1 - - - 65 - 0 0 29,537 5.2 0.8

TL.2 - - - 60 - 0 0 48,849 8.6 1.3

TL.3 - - - 55 - 0 0 70,433 12.4 1.8

TL.4 - - - 45 - 0 0 122,122 21.5 3.1

TL.5 - - - 40 - 0 0 151,659 26.7 3.9

TL.6 - - - 20 - 0 0 301,046 53.0 7.7

BL.1 - - Oct-Dec 3 fish - - 190,373 5.7 0 0 4.9

BL.2 - - Nov-Feb 3 fish - - 223,772 6.7 0 0 5.7

BL.3 - - Oct-Feb 3 fish - - 273,870 8.2 0 0 7.0

BL.4 - - 3 fish - - 394,106 11.8 0 0 10.1

BL.5 - - 2 fish - - 925,146 27.7 0 0 32.7

BL.6 - - 1 fish - - 1,1760,116 52.7 0 0 45.0

Rec Combo

Ideas

5.a Jan— - Oct-Dec 3 fish - - 738,113 221 0 0 18.9
Feb

5b - - Nov-Feb 3 fish - 16” minimum 741,453 22.2 0 0 19.0

5.c - - Oct-Feb 3 fish - 14"-20", 1 >26” 824,950 24.7 0 0 21.1

5d Jan 16— - - - 14"-20", 1 >26” 935,166 28.0 0 0 23.9
Feb

5.e Dec 16— - 3 fish - - 1,015,323 30.4 0 0 26.0
Feb

5f Jan— - - - 14"-20", 1 >26” 1,078,781 32.3 0 0 27.6
Feb
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Management Month Day of Bag Limit ~ Trip Limit Size Limit Recreational Recreational Commercial Commercial Total %
Examples Closure Week (number of fish) (number Reduction Reduction Reduction Reduction Reduction
Closure of fish) (Ib) (%) (Ib) (%)

5.9 Jan— - Oct-Dec 3 fish - 14"-20", 1 >26” 1,205,696 36.1 0 0 30.9
Feb

5.h Apr—Jun - 3 fish - 14"-20", 1 >26” 1,292,533 38.7 0 0 33.1

5.i Jan— - 3 fish - 14"-20", 1 >26” 1,319,252 39.5 0 0 33.8
Feb

5, Dec 16— 3 fish 14"-20", 1 >26” 1,436,148 43.0 0 0 36.7
Feb

5.k Apr—Jul - 3 fish - 14"-20", 1 >26” 1,439,488 431 0 0 36.8

5. Dec- - 2 fish - 14"-20", 1 >26” 1,923,770 57.6 0 0 49.2
Feb

Com Combo

Ideas

6.a Jan 16— - - 60 - 0 0 131,210 23.1 3.4
Feb

6.b Jan— - - 65 - 0 0 145,979 25.7 3.7
Feb

6.c Jan— - - - 16” min 0 0 149,955 26.4 3.8
Feb

6.d Feb - - 45 - 0 0 164,155 28.9 4.2

6.e Jan 16— - - 45 - 0 0 193,124 34.0 4.9
Feb

6.f Jan— - - 50 - 0 0 197,100 34.7 5.0
Feb

6.9 Dec 16— - - 60 - 0 0 202,780 35.7 5.2
Feb

6.h Dec- - - 40 - 0 0 314,110 55.3 8.0
Feb
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RECOMMENDATIONS

DMF Initial Recommendation:

The DMF recommends the following options that are projected to end overfishing with a
greater than 70% probability of keeping SSB above the target:

Option 2.c Seasonal Closures

Oct-Dec, 11:59 p.m. Friday to 12:01 a.m. Tuesday statewide commercial harvest
closure

Jan—Feb statewide commercial harvest closure

No change to 75 fish commercial trip limit or 14” commercial minimum size limit

Option 4.b Stop Net Management

Stop nets are restricted to the Atlantic Ocean on Bogue Banks and maintain a
4,595 Ib. Spotted Seatrout season quota.

The season will open no sooner than October 15 and close when the Spotted
Seatrout quota is reached or no later than December 31.

Stop net crews must contact N.C. DMF Marine Patrol Communication each time a
stop net is set and two hours prior to each time a stop net is fished.

The same day a stop net is fished and the catch is landed at the fish house, a
representative of the stop net crew must contact DMF Fisheries Management
Section to report the daily total of Spotted Seatrout in pounds as it appears on the
trip ticket. Same day reporting is required even if zero Spotted Seatrout are
harvested.

Failure to follow reporting requirements will result in an immediate closure of the
stop net fishery.

The Bogue Banks stop net fishery will be managed by proclamation consistent with
but not limited to prior proclamations.

Option 5.h Combination Management Measures

3 fish recreational bag limit
14”-20” recreational slot limit with allowance for one fish >26”
Jan—Feb statewide recreational harvest closure

Option 7 Adaptive Management Framework
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Appendix 3: SUPPLEMENTAL MANAGEMENT OPTIONS IN THE NORTH
CAROLINA SPOTTED SEATROUT FISHERY

ISSUE

The results of qualitative management measures on the North Carolina Spotted Seatrout
stock cannot be quantified but implementing these management measures may serve to
reduce dead discards, reduce harvest by an unknown amount, and improve the overall
Spotted Seatrout stock.

ORIGINATION
The North Carolina Division of Marine Fisheries (DMF).
BACKGROUND

As outlined in Appendix 2, total Spotted Seatrout harvest increased sharply in 2019 and
has remained high in the ensuing years through 2022. Most harvest occurs October —
December each year. The recreational fishery includes a robust catch and release
segment. Since 2012 the recreational sector has accounted for, on average,
approximately 85% of Spotted Seatrout harvest (Appendix 2) and the number of
recreational trips targeting Spotted Seatrout increased in recent years with biological
years 2019 through 2022 representing the four highest numbers of trips since 2012
(Figure 3.1). The proportion of trips that are successful (i.e., anglers are targeting Spotted
Seatrout and catch Spotted Seatrout) has remained relatively steady since 2012. The
high number of trips targeting Spotted Seatrout has led to not only increased harvest, but
also increased dead discards — or fish that are released alive but ultimately die because
of the fishing interaction — though on an individual basis discard mortality depends on a
variety of factors and is likely low (Gearhart 2002; James et al. 2007; NCDMF 2022).
Though the commercial fishery has only accounted for about 15% of total harvest since
2012, commercial landings have also increased in recent years. While commercial dead
discards are likely minimal, changes to commercial management (e.g., decreasing trip
limits) could cause an unintended increase in dead discards.
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Trip_Type . Successful |:| Unsuccessful

l
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Biological Year
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1,000,000 -

Number of Recreational Trips

Figure 3.1. Annual MRIP trips where Spotted Seatrout were reported as the primary or secondary
target by Biological Year (March—February). Bars are total annual trips with “successful”
trips (i.e., a Spotted Seatrout was either harvested or released on the trip) as the purple
portion and “unsuccessful” trips (i.e., no Spotted Seatrout were caught) as the yellow
portion of the total.

As a result of the popularity of Spotted Seatrout as a targeted species; Marine Fisheries
Commission (MFC) commissioners, MFC Advisory Committee members, and the public
have mentioned a wide variety of potential recreational and commercial management
strategies that could benefit the Spotted Seatrout stock but the scope of which are not
immediately quantifiable. The increase in recreational trips targeting Spotted Seatrout and
increased total Spotted Seatrout harvest in recent years combined with the presence of
a dedicated catch and release segment of the recreational fishery suggest that even
management measures lacking immediately quantifiable benefits are worth exploring.
Additionally, there are management measures that could provide supplementary benefits
when paired with sustainable harvest measures discussed in Appendix 2. For example,
gear requirements designed to reduce recreational discard mortality would not provide a
quantifiable benefit to the Spotted Seatrout stock, but when paired with a seasonal fishery
closure could help prevent an increase in dead discards during the closed season.
Discussion will focus on measures specific to the Spotted Seatrout recreational fishery,
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those more broadly affecting multiple recreational fisheries, and measures specific to the
commercial fishery not discussed in Appendix 1.

AUTHORITY

G.S. 113-134 RULES

G.S. 113-182 REGULATION OF FISHING AND FISHERIES

G.S. 113-182.1 FISHERY MANAGEMENT PLANS

G.S. 113-221.1. PROCLAMATIONS; EMERGENCY REVIEW

G.S. 143B-289.52 MARINE FISHERIES COMMISSION-POWERS AND DUTIES
15A NCAC 03H .0103 PROCLAMATIONS, GENERAL

15A NCAC 03M .0512 COMPLIANCE WITH FISHERY MANAGEMENT PLANS
15A NCAC 03M .0522 SPOTTED SEATROUT

DISCUSSION
Carry Forward Items from Original FMP

The prohibition on commercial harvest and sale of Spotted Seatrout taken in joint waters
on weekends as outlined in the original Spotted Seatrout Fishery Management Plan will
carry forward into Amendment 1 to the Spotted Seatrout Fishery Management Plan.

Spotted Seatrout Specific Recreational Management

Recreational Vessel limits

Limiting the harvest of fish through a vessel limit less than the sum of individual bag limits
when multiple anglers are on a vessel is a common practice in many state and federal
fisheries. Spotted seatrout recreational harvest is limited to four fish per person per day.
When multiple anglers are fishing from the same vessel, the anglers may keep the
individual bag limit for each angler on board. For example, eight anglers fishing from one
boat could harvest eight times the individual bag limit or 32 Spotted Seatrout. Similarly,
charter captains and any crew are allowed to harvest their own recreational limit of
Spotted Seatrout while running charter trips. The prevalence of multiple anglers on private
or for-hire boats harvesting multiple individual limits is unknown but implementing a boat
limit and/or eliminating the charter captain and crew allowance should aid in meeting
sustainability goals. During the Spotted Seatrout public scoping period, Division staff
received public comments suggesting vessel limits and suggesting eliminating the
captain/crew allowance. Conversely, during the Spotted Seatrout Advisory Committee
Workshop, committee members generally spoke out against vessel limits in the fishery
but indicated input members had received from the for-hire industry was generally
supportive of eliminating the captain/crew allowance for Spotted Seatrout.

There are anecdotal reports of charter captains and crew harvesting multiple bag limits
when running more than one trip in a day (DMF Staff, personal communication) though it
is not clear how prevalent this behavior is nor is it possible to assess the impact such
behavior has on managed fish stocks. Harvesting multiple charter captain/crew
allowances in a day is not legal and leads to unreported harvest of managed fish species.
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However, enforcement to ensure a single charter captain/crew allowance is difficult as it
would require proof that a captain or crew harvested their personal bag limit on a trip
previously taken that same day. During the Spotted Seatrout Public Scoping period there
was support voiced for eliminating the captain/crew allowance for Spotted Seatrout, but
Spotted Seatrout are not the only species in North Carolina where a charter captain/crew
allowance is permitted. Changes to the captain/crew allowance in the Spotted Seatrout
fishery could lead to confusion about when a captain/crew allowance is permitted, but
there is a precedent for eliminating the captain/crew allowance for a single species in
other states. The Louisiana Department of Wildlife and Fisheries included a ban on
charter captains/crew harvesting Spotted Seatrout while on a for-hire trip in their
November 2023 regulation changes. In its most recent Spotted Seatrout regulation
changes, the Florida Fish and Wildlife Conservation Commission implemented similar
regulations prohibiting captain/crew harvest while engaged in a for-hire trip. Since
addressing the charter captain/crew allowance for multiple species is outside the scope
of this amendment, management options here will deal specifically with the Spotted
Seatrout fishery.

Option 1: Recreational Vessel Limit Options

a) Status Quo — Manage fishery without changes to vessel limit or for-hire
captain/crew allowance

b) Eliminate captain/crew allowance for Spotted Seatrout on for-hire trips with no
broader vessel limit

c) Implement 8 fish Spotted Seatrout vessel limit with captain/crew allowance on
for-hire trips counted as part of vessel limit.

Effort Controls

One way to reduce harvest in a fishery is to limit those able to participate in the fishery.
There are a multitude of ways to limit entry to a fishery and measures to limit recreational
participation in the Spotted Seatrout fishery would reduce harvest pressure and would
probably reduce fishing effort. G.S. 113-182.1(g) gives authority to the MFC to limit entry
into a fishery, however; the authority granted by this statute is limited only to cases where
‘the Commission determines that sustainable harvest cannot otherwise be achieved.”
Participation in the fishery increased markedly in biological year 2019 and has remained
high since, but Spotted Seatrout life history allows this species to readily recover from
periods of high mortality (e.g., cold stuns). Furthermore, Appendix 2 presents multiple
options with an at least 50% chance of ending overfishing within a two-year timeframe of
plan implementation (G.S. 113-182 .1). The combination of current stock status, species
life history, and other available options expected to end overfishing make the Spotted
Seatrout fishery unlikely to meet the level required for the MFC to limit entry.

Recreational management beyond Spotted Seatrout

Gear Requirements

Recreational catch and release fishing for Spotted Seatrout has increased in popularity
in recent years whether from anglers switching to catch and release fishing after
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harvesting their limit or from dedicated catch and release anglers. Released Spotted
Seatrout have far outpaced harvested fish. From 2017-2019, recreational anglers
released almost six times as many fish as were harvested (Table 3.1). Delayed mortality,
or discard mortality, is the measure of how many fish released alive ultimately die because
of the fishing interaction and, on an individual basis, is likely low for Spotted Seatrout
(Murphy et al. 1995; Gearhart 2002; James et al. 2007). Conversely, delayed mortality
for throat or gut hooked fish is quite high. Delayed mortality is also dependent on factors
such as salinity, dissolved oxygen levels, and length or health of fish (Gearhart 2002;
James et al. 2007). Spotted Seatrout aggregations in the small creeks and bays of the
upper estuary during winter months could potentially have a larger than expected impact
on dead discards in the fishery as anglers are able to fish more efficiently on schools at
smaller spatial scales than other times of the year, though any such effects could be
mitigated by lower water temperatures and higher dissolved oxygen levels during the
winter months. Even with low individual discard mortality rates, the sheer number of
releases in recent years makes the cumulative number of dead discards impactful and
management to reduce the delayed mortality rate worth discussing.

Table 3.1. Harvest and releases of Spotted Seatrout in numbers of fish for biological years 2017-
2022.
Biological Year Harvest Release
2017 1,054,500 4,725,746
2018 499,560 16,426,444
2019 2,415,394 7,050,238
2020 1,605,723 5,428,133
2021 1,495,385 6,859,777
2022 1,852,135 11,468,873

Studies of gear requirements that could reduce recreational discard mortality are severely
lacking outside of those studies examining the differences in discard mortality when using
circle hooks or “J” hooks. Although there are not specific studies exploring differences in
circle and J hook mortality rates for Spotted Seatrout, hooking location and the severity
of injuries related to hooking are important factors impacting Spotted Seatrout delayed
mortality (Murphy et al. 1995; Gearhart 2002; Stunz and McKee 2006; James et al. 2007)
and generally studies show circle hooks reduce hooking injuries compared to J hooks in
marine species (Skomal et al. 2002; Cooke et al. 2003; Millard et al. 2005; Vecchio and
Wenner 2007). In theory, other gear requirements such as eliminating the use of treble
hooks with natural baits, using barbless treble hooks or inline hooks on artificial baits, and
requiring rubberized landing nets when handling fish should help reduce discard mortality
as well, however; there are few studies that attempt to quantify the benefits of these
measures.

Implementing gear requirements in the Spotted Seatrout fishery to reduce mortality of
released fish would benefit the stock, but single species gear requirements in multi-
species fisheries like the Spotted Seatrout fishery can introduce difficulties in enforcement
and decrease compliance with the requirements. Enforcement is difficult because it
requires proof of an angler’'s intent to fish for Spotted Seatrout and the enforcement
difficulty provides a built-in loophole for anglers to avoid gear requirements. For example,
requiring circle hooks when fishing with natural or artificial baits in the Spotted Seatrout
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fishery could also affect other robust recreational fisheries like Sheepshead, Red Drum,
Estuarine Striped Bass, Summer Flounder, and Kingfishes regardless of whether anglers
in these fisheries target Spotted Seatrout as well. If anglers follow Spotted Seatrout gear
requirements when fishing for these other species, there could be decreases in
recreational discard mortality across multiple fisheries. However, if anglers use these
other fisheries to avoid Spotted Seatrout gear requirements, the discard mortality benefit
in the Spotted Seatrout fishery would be reduced. Regardless of angler behavior,
enforcement remains difficult. Implementing gear requirements such as requiring circle
hooks across multiple fisheries could be a way to improve angler compliance, simplify
enforcement, and gain the benefit of reduced discard mortality in these fisheries. Circle
hooks could be required when fishing with any natural or artificial bait, when using natural
or artificial baits in certain areas (e.g., the sounds or rivers), when using natural or artificial
baits in combination with hooks of a certain size, or when using natural or artificial baits
where the fishing method is similar. The latter two examples could help provide
exceptions for instances where circle hooks could significantly affect angler efficiency
such as when anglers are targeting Sheepshead or offshore trolling. Gear requirements
are likely better discussed outside of species-specific FMPs because of the wide-ranging
effects of requirements across multiple fisheries and species-specific FMPs.

Tournaments

Spotted Seatrout are either directly or indirectly a popular target for many saltwater fishing
tournaments in North Carolina. DMF does not formally track or register saltwater fishing
tournaments though if tournaments wish to sell their catch — common with billfish or King
Mackerel tournaments — they must obtain a license from DMF. Additionally, DMF does
obtain age samples from some tournaments, mostly billfish or King Mackerel
tournaments. The last time DMF staff attempted to generate a list of saltwater fishing
tournaments was 2021 and staff learned of 154 tournaments, however Division staff did
not consider the list exhaustive. Of the 154 tournaments, 49 either directly targeted
Spotted Seatrout or had categories specifically for Spotted Seatrout and 32 tournaments
took place where Spotted Seatrout were likely to be encountered even if it was unclear
whether a Spotted Seatrout category existed. In other words, over half of the saltwater
tournaments the DMF was aware of in 2021 either targeted or had a high likelihood of
encountering Spotted Seatrout.

Understanding the impact of fishing tournaments on Spotted Seatrout or other marine
and estuarine fish species would require a catalogue of North Carolina saltwater fishing
tournaments that does not exist at this time, an idea of the number of participants in each
tournament, information on the type of tournament (e.g., catch and release or harvest),
data on the number and species of fish caught in each tournament, and additional
research. Most existing research exploring the effects of tournaments on fish populations,
fish behavior, immediate mortality, and post release mortality have focused on freshwater
systems though there have been some recent attempts to understand the impacts of
saltwater tournaments on estuarine fish species. Specifically in Texas and Alabama,
studies examining initial and post-release mortality of Spotted Seatrout from live-release
tournaments found mortality rates well above recent estimates of recreational release
mortality (James et al. 2007; Nelson et al. 2021). The same study in Alabama found
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similar mortality rates as recent estimates of recreational release mortality for Red Drum
(Nelson et al. 2021) implying that the effect of tournaments may vary by species.
Requiring a license or some sort of registration process with DMF in order to hold a
saltwater fishing tournament in North Carolina could help in gathering these necessary
data.

However, the 81 saltwater fishing tournaments known to the Division in 2021 targeting or
likely to encounter Spotted Seatrout directly targeted or were also likely to encounter other
fish species regularly found in similar habitats such as Red Drum, Striped Bass, Black
Drum, flounder, Bluefish, Weakfish, and Sheepshead among many other fish species.
The other 73 tournaments were predominately King Mackerel, billfish, or Dolphin/Wahoo
tournaments which also target regulated species. The diversity of target species and
broad spatial range of saltwater fishing tournaments — from many miles up local creeks
to many miles offshore — make the potential effects of these tournaments much further
reaching than just the Spotted Seatrout fishery. The effects of any attempt to manage
saltwater tournaments based on the Spotted Seatrout fishery could have unforeseen
influence on other fisheries. For example, if tournaments could not target Spotted
Seatrout as a reward category or had to register to do so, this could potentially cause
tournament organizers to focus on a different species thus increasing the impact of
saltwater tournaments on that species. In order to better understand the current effect
saltwater tournaments have on a variety of North Carolina fishes and to better predict
how a system of tournament registration or licensing would affect tournaments, this issue
should be examined on a broader basis across multiple fisheries. A separate information
paper — rather than this amendment — may be the appropriate place for that exploration.

Spotted Seatrout Specific Commercial Management

Hook and Line Harvest

During the Spotted Seatrout Public Scoping Period recreational anglers and commercial
fishers regularly expressed interest in a commercial hook and line fishery. The context of
interest in a commercial hook and line fishery varied from making the trip limit the same
regardless of gear to making the hook and line trip limit consistent with the broader
commercial trip limit but prohibiting gill nets as a legal harvest gear to prohibiting gill nets
as a legal harvest gear but keeping the hook and line trip limit consistent with the
recreational bag limit and other variations on these ideas. Spotted Seatrout Advisory
Committee members also discussed commercial hook and line harvest and generally
expressed support for the idea with a similar range of context for that support. There is
precedent in other states for allowing increased harvest of Spotted Seatrout by hook and
line. Some states combine their hook and line allowance with gill net prohibitions (e.g.,
Florida and Louisiana) while other states allow both hook and line and gill net harvest
(e.g., Mississippi). Commercial harvest in other states is minimal, however, and there
does not appear to be a directed Spotted Seatrout fishery outside of North Carolina.

Ultimately, it is unclear how changes to the commercial hook and line trip limit would affect
the sustainability of Spotted Seatrout harvest. It is likely the benefits or detriments
resulting from changes would largely depend on fisher behavior and the specific
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implementation of such changes. A decrease to the general trip limit would increase dead
discards making management less effective, but if a general trip limit decrease were
paired with an exclusively hook and line fishery, the potential increase in dead discards
could be greatly mitigated (see Appendix 2 for a more detailed discussion on anchored
gill net and hook and line discard mortality). Raising the hook and line trip limit in the
absence of other gear limitations should be considered with caution since it is unclear the
effect such a change would have on current commercial fisher behavior. In theory,
consistent trip limits regardless of gear could increase the number of participants in the
fishery as fishers with the expertise to fish gill nets would likely continue doing so, fishers
without that expertise would no longer be held to the recreational bag limit when fishing
with hook and line, and generally increase the areas accessible for commercial harvest
(e.g., areas currently closed to gill net harvest or where fishers cannot set gill nets
because of environmental conditions such as heavy tides). A hook and line trip limit
consistent with other commercial gears could encourage recreational anglers to obtain a
commercial license to keep the commercial limit of Spotted Seatrout. A higher hook and
line commercial trip limit could also encourage for-hire captains who currently hold a
commercial license to use it to allow their clients to keep a commercial limit. Similarly, for-
hire captains who do not currently hold a commercial license could be encouraged to
obtain one for the same reasons. These scenarios could increase commercial harvest,
though if and how much would depend on other management implemented. For example,
a hook and line fishery combined with a decreased trip limit could discourage some of
this behavior. Changes to the commercial hook and line limit should be preceded by
further outreach and stakeholder engagement to help determine the logistics and
sustainability of a commercial hook and line fishery.

The potential issues and benefits of a hook and line commercial fishery are not unique to
the Spotted Seatrout fishery. The benefits to other species would likely be similar and,
depending on the management conditions (e.g., a mismatch of bag and trip limits or open
and closed season between the recreational and commercial sectors), the concerns with
developing hook and line fisheries are also the same. There are anecdotal reports of
recreational anglers using commercial licenses to harvest commercial limits in the cobia
and flounder fisheries though the extent of this practice is unclear. Since the issues
surrounding hook and line commercial fisheries are the same across the span of multiple
species, it may make more sense to discuss commercial hook and line harvest more
broadly outside of species-specific FMPs.

Commercial Vessel Limits

At their April 2014 meeting, the MFC Finfish Advisory Committee, while acting as the
Striped Mullet Advisory Committee, passed a motion to recommend allowing two
commercial fishing license holders fishing from the same vessel using one set of gear to
harvest two commercial limits of spotted seatrout. Discussion around this
recommendation centered on increased safety — especially in the winter — as well as
decreasing the amount of gear in the water. The Finfish recommendation was presented
to the MFC at their May 2014 business meeting; however, as addressing this
recommendation immediately would have required reopening the Spotted Seatrout FMP
for an amendment, the MFC instead voted to include discussion of the Finfish Advisory
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Committee recommendation in the next scheduled Spotted Seatrout FMP update. At their
October 2024 meeting, the MFC Southern Advisory Committee voted to recommend the
2014 Finfish Advisory Committee recommendation (hereafter the Southern AC
recommendation). Throughout the Spotted Seatrout FMP update process, this issue was
raised by one stakeholder in public comment.

Adopting the Southern AC recommendation would likely reduce the amount of gear in the
water somewhat and increase boater safety. However, it is unclear how much the
Southern AC recommendation would reduce gear in the water because it is not clear how
many participants in the fishery currently fish with only one license holder on the boat. It
is also not possible to know how many of this unknown number of commercial fishers
would change their behavior if the Southern AC recommendation were adopted. While
fisher safety is a very real concern, it is similarly unclear how much safer the Southern
AC recommendation would make the Spotted Seatrout fishery for the same reasons: it is
unknown how many commercial fishers already fish with two people onboard and it is
unknown how behavior would change.

It is very likely the Southern AC recommendation would increase harvest though the
amount of that increase cannot be quantified. Anecdotal reports from commercial
stakeholders indicate few commercial trips reach their limit of Spotted Seatrout primarily
because commercial fishers approaching their limit are unlikely to continue fishing for
Spotted Seatrout (personal communication). Adopting the Southern AC recommendation
would double the number of Sotted Seatrout that could be harvested prior to approaching
the trip limit. It is highly likely this would increase harvest even though it is not possible to
quantify exactly how much. There are other fisheries where multiple trip limits are allowed
with multiple license holders onboard (e.g., Striped Bass), but these are predominantly
quota managed species where the quota already caps allowable harvest. Additionally,
there are anecdotal reports of commercial fishers participating in the Striped Bass fishery
obtaining licenses for family members as a way of increasing allowable harvest per trip
(NCDMF, personal communication). While the effects of any individual trip are limited by
the Striped Bass quota, there is no quota in the Spotted Seatrout fishery, therefore, such
behavior in the Spotted Seatrout fishery would increase harvest would. As overfishing is
occurring in the Spotted Seatrout fishery, management that has a chance of increasing
harvest, even if that increase cannot be quantified, should not be considered. As such,
the Division does not recommend adopting the 2014 Finfish Advisory Committee and
2024 Southern Advisory Committee recommendations in Amendment 1.

Option 2: Commercial Vessel Limit Options
a) Status Quo — Maintain current management of one 75 fish trip limit per vessel per
day.

b) Allow two commercial license holders fishing on one boat with one set of gear to
harvest two commercial limits of Spotted Seatrout.

MANAGEMENT OPTIONS
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Table 3.2 Supplemental management options for the Spotted Seatrout fishery. Options would likely
provide benefits to the stock but are not able to be quantified.
Topic Option Description
Recreational Boat limits  1.a Status quo — no boat limit, continue captain/crew allowance
and captain/crew
allowance
1.b Eliminate captain/crew allowance on for-hire trips with no broader
vessel limit.
1.c Implement 8 fish vessel limit with captain/crew allowance on for-hire

trips counted as part of vessel limit.

Commercial vessel limits  2.a Status quo — no change to commercial trip limits

2.b Allow two commercial license holders fishing on one boat with one
set of gear to harvest two commercial limits of Spotted Seatrout.

RECOMMENDATION
Division Recommendation:

Option 1.b Eliminate the captain/crew allowance on for-hire trips with no broader vessel
limit.

Option 2.a Status quo — Maintain current management of one 75 fish trip limit per vessel
per day.
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Appendix 4: COLD STUN MANAGEMENT
ISSUE

Implement additional management measures to protect Spotted Seatrout spawning stock
biomass after periodic cold stun events.

ORIGINATION
The North Carolina Division of Marine Fisheries (DMF).
BACKGROUND

Spotted seatrout (Cynoscion nebulosus) and other finfish that over-winter in estuarine
environments in North Carolina are susceptible to periodic cold stun events. Cold stun
events occur when water temperatures drop below a fish’s metabolic minimum, impairing
their physiological functions and rendering them lethargic or immobile. These events are
associated with rapid weather changes that disrupt the thermal balance of coastal waters.
In North Carolina, cold stuns can be triggered by snow and ice melt following a winter
storm or by sudden and-or prolonged periods of cooler temperatures from cold fronts.
Cold stun events can be localized to individual tributaries, or they can be widespread
across multiple estuaries. Mass mortality events can occur in these periods of sub-optimal
water temperatures because the impaired function of the fish makes them unable to move
to warmer waters. Cold stuns are not always lethal, but if water temperatures drop too
low or remain low for too long and fish are unable to move to find thermal refuge, they are
unlikely to survive. Fish in a stunned state are also easy targets for scavengers, predators,
and can be susceptible to harvest with methods like dip nets.

Cold Tolerance

To better understand environmental conditions that lead to Spotted Seatrout cold stuns,
several studies have investigated the temperatures at which Spotted Seatrout become
stunned and experience mortality. In North Carolina, laboratory experiments suggest the
temperatures in which Spotted Seatrout become stunned, or experience a complete loss
of equilibrium, range from 2 to 4°C (Ellis et al. 2017). However, Spotted Seatrout begin
showing signs of stress at temperatures as high as 7°C. An adult Spotted Seatrout’s
critical thermal minimum, or the lowest temperature Spotted Seatrout can be exposed to
for a short time and still survive, was found to be approximately between 2-3°C. When
adult Spotted Seatrout were acclimated and exposed over time to low water
temperatures, a water temperature of 3°C was found to be 100% lethal after less than 2
days (Ellis et al. 2017). At 5°C, 93% were still alive after 5 days, but only 15% survived
after 10 days. There was high survival (83%) after 10 days at 7°C. Based on this research,
we have learned that Spotted Seatrout’s survival of cold stun events is not only related to
water temperature, but also the length of time they are exposed to these stressful
conditions. Similar studies from South Carolina and Texas conducted on Spotted Seatrout
saw comparable temperatures leading to Spotted Seatrout loss of equilibrium and
mortality (Anweiler et al. 2014; McDonald et al. 2010), although lower temperatures were
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required to induce mortality in adults (~2°C) than juvenile (~3°C) Spotted Seatrout,
indicating the possibility of size-dependent mortality (McDonald et al. 2010).

For Spotted Seatrout, cold water temperatures disrupt cellular processes, making it
difficult to maintain osmotic balance of ion concentrations within their body (Hurst 2007).
If temperatures drop below a threshold for long enough, and the fish is unable to leave
the area, the imbalance will impact their central nervous system and result in loss of
equilibrium, causing the “stunned” response where fish float on top of the water or lay
along the bottom.

Population Impacts of Cold Stuns

Spotted seatrout mature quickly, with most able to reproduce by age one. Spotted
seatrout are also highly fecund, meaning they can produce many offspring within a
spawning season and over an individual’'s lifetime. Females spawn multiple times
throughout a season and can produce 3-20 million eggs per year (Murphy et al., 2010;
Nieland et al., 2002; Roumillat & Brouwer, 2004). Though Spotted Seatrout have a high
capacity to replenish spawning stock biomass (SSB), they are also especially susceptible
to cold stuns due to their limited tolerance for abrupt temperature shifts, particularly when
these shifts occur outside of their preferred thermal range (Ellis, 2014). North Carolina
Spotted Seatrout are more so susceptible to being impacted by cold stuns because they
are near the northern extent of their geographical range.

Cold stun mortality has been shown to have population-level effects on Spotted Seatrout
in North Carolina (NCDMF 2012; Ellis 2014; Ellis et al. 2018) by reducing stock size and
annual cohort strength (Hurst 2007). Overall, the rate of mortality due to fishing activity or
natural causes like cold stuns vary seasonally and annually. Using tag return data,
Spotted Seatrout natural mortality has been estimated to be higher than fishing mortality
during winters in which cold stuns occurred (Ellis et al. 2018; Loeffler et al. 2018; Bauer
and Flowers 2019). The division does not have a method to quantify the severity of a cold
stun on Spotted Seatrout SSB in real-time, or as the cold temperatures are occurring.
However, eliminating or reducing harvest after a cold stun event protects the remaining
SSB by ensuring surviving adults have a chance to spawn.

Compared to other commercially and recreationally important fish species in North
Carolina, Spotted Seatrout are more likely to experience population-level impacts from
cold stun events. Spotted seatrout are a subtropical fish species, with North Carolina
being one of the northernmost points of their range. Consequently, Spotted Seatrout are
not as well adapted as other species to withstand winters with below average
temperatures and winter storms that occur every few years. In addition, Spotted Seatrout
in North Carolina overwinter in shallow estuarine creeks and bays which makes them
more susceptible to being stunned or dying compared to other species that overwinter
offshore, like weakfish, adult Red Drum, and mature southern flounder (Ellis 2014; Ellis
et al. 2017b; McGrath and Hilton 2017; Bacheler et al. 2009; Krause et al. 2020). By
overwintering in shallow creeks and bays, Spotted Seatrout have an increased risk of
exposure to rapid declines in water temperature, usually due to runoff following snow or
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ice melt from a winter storm. Spotted seatrout can also become trapped in estuarine
creeks due to rapid water temperature drops making escape difficult and mortality likely.

North Carolina Cold Stun Response

In 2015, the NCDMF started a comprehensive, statewide water quality monitoring
program (Program 909) and deployed an array of continuous water temperature loggers.
A total of 80 loggers at 55 stations measure the water temperature every 15 minutes.
Station locations are distributed throughout coastal North Carolina with specific locations
that staff determined were either representative of the riverine and estuarine systems they
were in and-or locations of historic cold stuns (Figure 4.1). At depths greater than 2
meters, two loggers were placed to monitor temperatures at the surface and bottom to
help managers identify water column stratification and turnover events.

Combining known Spotted Seatrout temperature tolerances and available water
temperature data allows for more quantitative information that can be used in determining
the necessity of a potential fishery closure. Quantitative temperature triggers that
incorporate estimated probabilities of mortality could inform Spotted Seatrout fishery
closure decisions.
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Figure 4.1. Locations of NCDMF water temperature loggers in coastal North Carolina.

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.

Spotted seatrout have a long history of cold stuns and winter mortality in North Carolina.
Spotted seatrout cold stuns have been recorded in North Carolina as far back as over
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300 years, and have occurred as recently as the winters of 2000, 2002, 2004, 2009, 2010,
2013, 2014, 2017, and 2022.

AUTHORITY

G.S. 113-134 RULES

G.S. 113-182 REGULATION OF FISHING AND FISHERIES

G.S. 113-182.1 FISHERY MANAGEMENT PLANS

G.S. 113-221.1. PROCLAMATIONS; EMERGENCY REVIEW

G.S. 143B-289.52 MARINE FISHERIES COMMISSION-POWERS AND DUTIES
15A NCAC 03H .0103 PROCLAMATIONS, GENERAL

15A NCAC 03M .0512 COMPLIANCE WITH FISHERY MANAGEMENT PLANS
15A NCAC 03M .0522 SPOTTED SEATROUT

DISCUSSION

Several management strategies can be used to further protect Spotted Seatrout SSB after
periodic cold stun events. These strategies may include temporary slot limits, fishery
closures, spatial (area) closures, or some combination of these options. Management
strategies also include the need for the use of adaptive management. Given the inherent
difficulty in quantifying the severity of cold stun events as they occur, subsequent
management strategies also lack precise quantification methods to determine
effectiveness. The proposed management strategies are therefore grounded in a
pragmatic, common-sense approach to protect SSB.

Seasonal Closures

The spawning season for Spotted Seatrout varies by location (Brown-Peterson et al.,
2002; Nieland et al., 2002; Roumillat & Brouwer, 2004) and can occur with one or two
peaks in spawning activity. In North Carolina, Spotted Seatrout have a protracted
spawning season, usually lasting from April to October (Burns, 1996). Larger and older
females are more developed at the beginning of the spawning season, will spawn sooner
than smaller fish, and will spawn for a more protracted season. Smaller fish, that are virgin
spawners at the beginning of the season, might enter the spawning stock and spawn later
in the year through October.

Following a significant cold stun event, the Spotted Seatrout fishery has historically been
closed until June 15%. North Carolina Spotted Seatrout have been observed to have a
peak in spawning activity in May and June (Burns, 1996), with some individuals spawning
later into the fall months. The option to maintain the status quo would continue to close
the fishery until June 15" after a significant cold stun event. However, extending the
standard closure to June 30" may ensure that more of the spawning peak is protected
and would likely allow most of the larger, older fish to spawn at least once before the
chance of significant harvest. Another option would be to extend the standard closure
until October 15", ensuring most surviving fish have the opportunity to spawn during the
entire spawning season, but this would result in less fishing opportunities for anglers and
likely have a diminishing return for the stock over protection during the peak spawn.
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Size Limits

Size and slot limits are a common management strategy to limit harvest of specific size
and-or age classes of fish in a stock. By setting a minimum size limit based on length at
maturity, management can ensure a portion of the females in the stock have a chance to
spawn at least once before harvest. The upper bound of a slot limit likewise helps protect
larger females which have a greater reproductive capacity, meaning they can produce
more eggs. Estimates of Spotted Seatrout fecundity range from 3 to 20 million eggs per
year depending on age, length, and water temperature (Lowerre-Barbieri et al., 2009;
Nieland et al., 2002; Roumillat & Brouwer, 2004). Spotted seatrout are batch spawners,
meaning they can spawn multiple times in one season. The number of eggs produced
within each batch also depends on age and length (Figure 4.2). Spotted seatrout fecundity
estimates specific to North Carolina and Virginia are not available at this time.

Theoretically, the ability of the Spotted Seatrout stock to recover faster after significant
cold stun event, would be enhanced if larger females are protected. For example, if a slot
limit with a trophy fish allowance is adopted for sustainable harvest (Appendix 3, this
amendment), the slot limit could be temporarily narrowed and-or the trophy fish allowance
could be temporarily removed. Reducing or narrowing the slot limit following a closure,
whether by increasing the lower bound or decreasing the upper bound, would ensure
more mature fish are available to spawn. Because larger females are more fecund, it may
be more important to focus on their protection after a cold stun event. This could be
achieved by removing any prospective trophy fish allowance and-or by decreasing the
upper bound of the slot limit in response to a severe cold stun event. This temporary slot
limit could be put into place until after the peak spawning season (July) or until after most
of the spawning season (October).
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Figure 4.2. Taken from Lowerre-Barbieri et al. (Lowerre-Barbieri et al., 2009). Batch fecundity as it

relates to size at age or Spotted Seatrout. (A) Batch fecundity to total length, with the
predicted linear relationship, and (B) individual batch fecundities and somatic weights
plotted by age.

Bag and Trip Limits

The current Spotted Seatrout daily recreational bag limit is 4 fish, and the daily
commercial trip limit is 75 fish. In response to a severe cold stun, temporarily lowering
these limits when harvest reopens could potentially reduce overall harvest. This approach
aims to increase the Spotted Seatrout spawning stock biomass available through the end
of the spawning season. The effectiveness of temporarily reducing bag and trip limits
depends on the specific management measures adopted in Amendment 1. For example,
if management to extend the cold stun closure through the majority of Spotted Seatrout
spawning season is adopted in this Amendment (Appendix 4: Options 1.b or 1.c),
temporarily reducing bag and trip limits would likely be less effective in rebuilding the
stock as the majority of spawning would occur prior to harvest reopening and a portion of
harvest reduced by temporary reductions would likely be recouped prior to the next
spawning season. Most recreational and commercial fishers do not harvest their daily bag
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or trip limit (see Appendix 2) so a modest temporary reduction of bag and trip limits likely
would not impact overall harvest. To achieve a reduction in harvest, the temporary
reduction in bag and trip limits may need to be more substantial.

Temporary adjustments to bag and trip limits may not be the most effective strategy when
applied solely as part of the standard cold stun closure. Instead, they are likely to be more
impactful when integrated into an adaptive management framework used in the event of
an especially severe cold stun. The adaptive management framework would allow for a
more tailored response to address specific conditions that may arise in the event of a
severe cold stun.

Area Closures

Historically, cold stun events have varied in their spatial impacts and have ranged from a
few isolated creeks in one river system to multiple riverine and estuarine systems. Cold
stun events can also occur over large areas of the state, causing more significant losses
in all major systems.

Previous cold stun closures have closed the Spotted Seatrout fishery statewide. Tagging
and genetics data suggest that Spotted Seatrout exhibit high site fidelity to their natal
estuary with periods of greater movement during the spawning season (Ellis, 2014;
O’Donnell et al., 2014; Ward et al., 2007). This, coupled with limited movement in the
winter months, supports the idea that effects of a cold stun may vary regionally. Using
available information about Spotted Seatrout temperature tolerances, mortality
probabilities to sub-optimal temperature exposure, and available continuous water
temperature monitoring, the division could potentially identify areas of concern when
freezing temperatures are predicted to occur. However, the division does not have the
ability to quantify or predict the severity of a cold stun event so selecting specific areas
for closures would be difficult and may minimize the overall desired impact of maximizing
spawning potential following a significant cold stun event.

A statewide closure encompasses all estuarine and riverine systems where Spotted
Seatrout overwinter, protecting all Spotted Seatrout in North Carolina from fishing
pressure. This ensures areas without documented Kkills or continuous water temperature
monitoring are still protected and that remaining Spotted Seatrout will have the
opportunity to spawn before being subject to harvest. However, this strategy will cause
fishing opportunities to be lost in areas that may not be affected by cold stun conditions.
However, a tradeoff would be that a statewide closure protects fish that may migrate into
open areas during more active movement periods during the onset of the spawning
period. A statewide closure will also aide Marine Patrol in enforcement of the closure and
not burden fisherman with changing boundaries. Further, Spotted Seatrout are assessed
and managed as a single stock in North Carolina. Simply closing a small area or region
where a cold stun is observed will shift effort to surviving portions of the stock and
potentially amplify the negative effects of a cold stun event.
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Adaptive Management

The current adaptive management framework for cold stun events allows the Director to
close the Spotted Seatrout fishery through June 15" following a significant cold stun
event. Since the adoption of the original FMP in 2012 the Spotted Seatrout fishery has
been closed twice due to cold stun events (2014 and 2018). The adaptive management
framework for cold stun event closures can be refined to further aid in stock recovery
following a cold stun event. Adaptive management may be used to temporarily adjust
management measures such as size or slot limits, season closures, trip limits, bag limits,
and gear requirements if it is determined that additional protections for the stock are
needed after a significant cold stun event. Management needed will take into
consideration factors such as the size and scope of the cold stun event, the rate of air
and water temperature change, and the length of exposure to extreme temperatures.
Below is an example of a revised adaptive management framework for cold stun events
for consideration.

1) If a significant cold stun event occurs the Director will close the Spotted Seatrout
fishery statewide through the date adopted in this amendment.

2) Temporary measures that may be implemented through adaptive management to
aid in stock recovery after the standard closure period following a cold stun event
include:

a. recreational bag limit
b. commercial trip limit
c. size limit changes
d. seasonal closure
e. gill net yardage restrictions
f. Use of adaptive management to further aid in stock recovery once the
fishery reopens following a cold stun event is contingent on approval by the
Marine Fisheries Commission.
MANAGEMENT OPTIONS
Table 4.1. Cold stun management options for the Spotted Seatrout fishery. Options would likely
provide benefits to the stock but are not able to be quantified.
Topic Option Description
Season closure 1.a Status quo — fishery closed until June 15® following a cold stun
1.b Extend fishery closure until June 30t following a cold stun
1.c Extend fishery closure until October 15" following a cold stun
Size limits 2.a Status quo — no size limit change following a cold stun
2.b Temporary adjustment of size and or slot limits following a cold stun
Bag and trip limits 3.a Status quo — no bag/trip limit changes
3.b Temporary adjustment of bag and trip limits following a cold stun

Adaptive management 4
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RECOMMENDATIONS
DMF Initial Recommendation:
Option 1.b Extend fishery closure until June 30%" following a cold stun

Option 4 Adaptive management

89



DRAFT - SUBJECT TO CHANGE

Appendix 5: SPOTTED SEATROUT MANAGEMENT AND STOCK STATUS IN OTHER
STATES
Table 5.1 Spotted Seatrout recreational regulations on the Atlantic coast and Gulf of Mexico coast
by state as of March 2023. In Florida, Spotted Seatrout are managed separately across
five Management Regions (Northeast, Central East, South, Big Bend, and Western
Panhandle).
State Size Limit Daily Bag Limit Season Supplemental Management
VA 147-24” one >24” 5 fish Open year round
SC 147 10 fish Open year round Hook/line & gig only
GA 14” 15 fish Open year round
FL No captain/crew allowance, no
trebles w/ live/natural bait
Northeast 157-19” one >19” 5 fish Open year round
Central East 157-19” one >19” 2 fish Closed Nov 1-Dec 31
South 157-19” one >19” 3 fish Open year round
Big Bend 15”-19” one >19” 5 fish Open year round
W. Panhandle 157-19” one >19” 3 fish Closed Feb
AL 15”-22” one >22” 6 fish Open year round
MS 15” 15 fish Open year round
LA 12”-20” two >20” 15 fish Open year round No captain/crew allowance
X 157-20” one >30” 3 fish Open year round
Table 5.2 Spotted Seatrout commercial regulations on the Atlantic coast and Gulf of Mexico coast by
state as of March 2023. In Florida, Spotted Seatrout are managed separately across five
Management Regions (Northeast, Central East, South, Big Bend, and Western
Panhandle).
Size Commercial Trip
State Limit Limit/Quota Season Supplemental Management
VA 14" 51,104 Ib annual  Sep 1-Aug 31 of following year A daily incidental catch limit of 50
quota pounds per licensee aboard a vessel
with a max limit of 100 pounds per
vessel takes effect once the annual
quota is caught.
SC NA NA NA Closed to commercial harvest
GA 14” 15 fish Open year round
FL
Northeast 15"-24” 50 fish Open Jun 1-Nov 30 Hook/line or cast net only
Central East 15”-24" 50 fish Open May 1-Sep 30 Hook/line or cast net only
South 15"-24” 50 fish Open Jun 1 - Oct 31 Hook/line or cast net only
Big Bend 15”-24” 50 fish Open Jun 1 — Oct 31 Hook/line or cast net only
W. Panhandle 15"-24” 50 fish Open Jun 1 - Oct 31 Hook/line or cast net only
AL NA NA NA Closed to commercial harvest
MS 15” 50,000 Ib annual  Open year round until quota is
quota met
LA 147 15 Jan 2-Dec 31 or until quota is No harvest on weekends, hook/line
met only
TX NA NA NA Closed to commercial harvest
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Table 5.3 The stock status of Spotted Seatrout on the Atlantic coast and Gulf of Mexico coast by
state as of March 2023. Not all states manage their Spotted Seatrout stock using stock
assessments, therefore a stock status is not available for all states. In FL Spotted Seatrout
stocks are assessed separately across five Management Regions (Northeast, Central
East, South, Big Bend, and Western Panhandle).

State Stock Assessment — Year Stock Status

VA Yes - 2020 Overfishing occurring, not overfished

SC No Unknown

GA No Unknown

FL Yes - 2017

Northeast Overfishing occurring, overfished status unclear
Central East Overfishing occurring, overfished status unclear
South Not overfishing, not overfished
Big Bend Overfishing occurring, overfished status unclear
W. Panhandle Overfishing occurring, overfished status unclear
AL Yes - 2017 At 20% SPR: overfishing occurring, not
overfished
At 30% SPR: overfishing occurring, stock
overfished

MS Yes — 2019 Overfishing status unclear, stock overfished

LA Yes - 2021 Overfishing occurring, stock overfished

X No Stock status unknown but independent sampling

indicates depleted stock
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Appendix 6: RESEARCH RECOMMENDATIONS

1.

N o o ke

10.
11.

12.
13.

14.
15.
16.

17.
18.

19.

Develop a juvenile abundance index to gain a better understanding of a stock
recruitment relationship.

Research the feasibility of including measures of temperature or salinity into the stock
recruitment relationship.

Determine batch fecundity estimates for North Carolina Spotted Seatrout.

Size specific fecundity estimates for North Carolina Spotted Seatrout.

Investigation of the relationship of temperature with both adult and juvenile mortality.
Incorporate cold stun event information into the modeling of the population.

Estimate or develop a model to predict the impact of cold stun events on local and
statewide Spotted Seatrout abundance.

Integrate tagging data into stock assessment model so both tagging data and other
data sources can work together to give a better picture of the population.

Obtain samples (length, age, weight, quantification) of the cold stun events as they
occur.

Define overwintering habitat requirements of Spotted Seatrout.

Determine factors that are most likely to influence the severity of cold stun events in
North Carolina and separate into low and high salinity areas.

Investigate the distribution of Spotted Seatrout in nursery and non-nursery areas.

Further research on the possible influences of salinity on release mortality of Spotted
Seatrout.

Survey of fishing effort in creeks with conflict complaints.
Determine targeted species in nursery areas and creeks with conflict complaints.

Microchemistry, genetic, or tagging studies are needed to verify migration patterns,
mixing rates, or origins of Spotted Seatrout between North Carolina and Virginia.

Tagging studies to verify estimates of natural and fishing mortality.

Tagging studies to determine if there are localized populations within the state of
North Carolina (e.g., a southern and northern stock).

A longer time series and additional sources of fishery-independent information.
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21.

22.

23.
24.
25.

26.
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Increased observer coverage in a variety of commercial fisheries over a wider area.

Expand nursery sampling to include SAV bed sampling in high and low salinity areas
during the months of July through September.

Evaluate the role of shell hash and shell bottom in Spotted Seatrout recruitment and
survival, particularly where SAV is absent.

Evaluate the role of SAV in the spawning success of Spotted Seatrout.
Develop estimates of commercial discards for runaround nets.

Conduct a detailed analysis of the existing Program 915 data to determine the extent
to which late fall and spring provide insights into overwinter changes in abundance;
this analysis could also provide insights into the magnitude of cold-stun events, which
could explain differences in the effects observed in tagging and telemetry studies
versus survey and fishery monitoring.

Improve estimates of recreational discard mortality.
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Appendix 7: SPOTTED SEATROUT FISHERY MANAGEMENT PLAN ADVISORY
COMMITTEE WORKSHOP SUMMARY

ISSUE

Summarize input received from stakeholders from Spotted Seatrout Fishery Management
Plan Advisory Committee Workshop.

ORIGINATION
The North Carolina Division of Marine Fisheries (DMF).
BACKGROUND

The Spotted Seatrout Fishery Management Plan (FMP) Advisory Committee (AC) met
for a three-day workshop April 22, 23, and 24 at the N.C. Cooperative Extension —
Craven County Center in New Bern. The purpose of the workshop was for the AC to
assist DMF staff in evaluating management issues and options included in draft
Amendment 1 to the Spotted Seatrout FMP and informing the public on the issues
contained in draft Amendment 1, solicit comments from peers and bring comments back
to the AC, and evaluate the impacts of management options on the resource and user
groups. It is important to note the purpose of the AC Workshop was to receive input
from committee members based on their various experiences, expertise, and sector
relationships, not to build a consensus among committee members or to recommended
specific management strategies.

Division staff presented overviews of the stock assessment, life history, and fishery
characterization portions of draft Amendment 1, including the Small Mesh Gill Net
Information Paper and the Cold Stun Management, Sustainable Harvest, and
Supplemental Management issue papers. Each presentation was followed by an
opportunity for the AC to ask clarifying questions and discuss the content and
management options included in each paper or section of draft Amendment 1. The AC
did not have any suggestions regarding the content or clarity of the informational sections
of draft Amendment 1. A summary of the management options and ideas discussed for
information and issue papers in draft Amendment 1 are included below. Discussion points
are organized by information and issue paper and topic. These points represent the
discussion that occurred and the management options or combinations of options the AC
suggested the division explore. Division staff explored these options and incorporated
them directly into the relevant information and issue paper as appropriate.

DISCUSSION
Small-Mesh Gill-Net Fishery

The AC suggested looking at the data further to see if there is a mesh size(s) that might
work with a slot limit in the gill-net fishery. The AC also suggested adding a research
recommendation to look at discard mortality from runaround gill nets and other
commercial gears.
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Sustainable Harvest

Generally, the AC asked the division to prioritize access to the fishery when considering
management measures and preferred raising the minimum size limit to reducing the
bag/trip limit and season closures. The AC asked the division to consider a 15” or 16” to
20" slot limit, with or without a trophy fish allowance. There was discussion about
implementing a commercial harvest cap either at 350,000 or 600,000 Ib, similar to how
the commercial Red Drum fishery is managed. If a season closure is considered by the
division, the AC wanted it to be as short as possible and to consider the number of trips
affected by a season closure. The AC gave some ideas for possible winter and spawning
season closure options and urged for any closure to be less than 90 days. The AC
suggested the division consider several combination options that included raising the
minimum size limit, with and without a slot, paired with either a season closure or reducing
the bag limit. The AC advised there is a need to build adaptive management into the FMP
related to sustainable harvest.

Supplemental Management

The AC did not like the idea of a vessel limit for Spotted Seatrout. AC members relayed
there was some support among charter captains to remove the captain and crew limit for
Spotted Seatrout but not for species with lower bag limits (e.g., Red Drum, southern
flounder).

The AC discussed the possibility of a commercial hook-and-line fishery. Discussion
largely centered on the need to limit participation (e.g., exclude recreational fishermen
with commercial licenses, commercial fishermen with no history of harvesting Spotted
Seatrout) and the need for commercial license reforms prior to allowing a fishery. There
was discussion concerning whether the fishery should be allowed with or without gill nets
as an allowable gear. They also noted that further outreach and feedback is needed from
the public prior to allowing a commercial hook-and-line fishery.

The AC discussed gear requirements in the Spotted Seatrout recreational fishery.
Discussion included requiring circle hooks when using natural bait, prohibiting the use of
treble hooks when using natural bait, and prohibiting treble hooks on artificial lures. The
AC advised that increased outreach regarding ethical angling practices will be needed
before any gear changes are required.

The AC brought up the issue of live release fishing tournaments and their potential impact
on Spotted Seatrout, particularly the perceived increase in the number of tournaments.
There was discussion concerning recent research suggesting the mortality of Spotted
Seatrout from live release tournaments is roughly three times higher than recreational
release mortality. The AC advised that more information needs to be collected from
fishing tournaments.

Cold Stun Management Issue Paper

The AC was receptive to extending the standard cold stun closure period through June
30 (inclusive). The AC did not like the idea of instituting size limit restrictions as part of
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the standard cold stun management response. Instead, the AC preferred to use adaptive
management to implement additional temporary management measures (e.g., size limit,
bag limit, trip limit, closed season), with a defined end date, based on the severity of a
cold stun. There was a general preference for reducing the bag/trip limit instead of
extending the season closure beyond the standard cold stun closure period.
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Finfish Advisory Committees (AC).

SUMMARY OF MANAGEMENT RECCOMMENDATIONS AND

Summary of management recommendations from NC DMF, the Northern, Southern, and

DMF Northern AC Southern AC Finfish AC
Appendix 2: Sustainable Harvest
Recreational Option 5.h: No quorum Option 5.h: 16”-20” slot limit with
3-fish bag limit 3-fish bag limit allowance for one fish
147-20” slot limit with 147-20” slot limit with > 247
allowance for one fish allowance for one fish ~ Maintain 4-fish bag
>26" > 26" limit
January-February January-February
harvest closure harvest closure
39.5% harvest 39.5% harvest 33% harvest reduction
reduction reduction
Commercial Option 2.c: No quorum January-February Saturday-Monday
Saturday-Monday closure closure October-
harvest closure Option 1.a: December
October-December Maintain 75-fish trip Saturday-Sunday
January-February limit harvest closure
closure January-September
40.2% harvest 21.6% harvest 30.3% harvest
reduction reduction reduction
Stop Net Option 4.b: No quorum Option 4.a: Option 4.a:
Formalize Maintain status quo Maintain status quo
management in FMP
Adaptive Adopt Adaptive No quorum Adopt Adaptive
Management Management Management
Framework Framework
Appendix 3: Supplemental Management
Option 1.b: Eliminate No quorum Allow two trip limits on  Option 1.b: Eliminate
captain/crew limit on one boat with one set  captain/crew limit on
for-hire trips of gear and two for-hire trips
license holders
Option 1.b: Eliminate
captain/crew limit on
for-hire trips
Appendix 4: Cold Stun Management
Option 1.b: No quorum Option 1.b: Adopt Cold Stun

Extend fishery closure
until June 30t
following a cold stun

Adopt Cold Stun
Adaptive Management
Framework

Extend fishery closure
until June 30"
following a cold stun

Adaptive Management
Framework
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Online Spoftted Seatrout Public Questionnaire

The online Spotted Seatrout Public Questionnaire opened on September 27, 2024 and
closed October 16, 2024. In total, the questionnaire had 201 participants, 153 of which
left comments in addition to their responses.

Of the open response comments received, 47 were generally negative toward
commercial fishing with many of these comments explicitly advocating for an outright
ban or additional limitations (e.g., slot limit) on inshore gill nets. Additionally, most
comments advocating against gill nets also advocated for a ban on inshore trawling. It is
important to note that many of these comments either overstated the contribution of
commercial harvest to total spotted seatrout harvest (e.g., “netting is the problem”) or
incorrectly blamed inshore trawling.

Twenty-four responders mentioned slot limits with several of these supporting a slot limit
with no trophy allowance and one supporting a 25” trophy allowance. Of the suggested
slot limits, there was nearly equal support between a 14-20” and a 16-20” slot limit.

Sixteen comments addressed season closures; however, the scope of these comments
ranged from not supporting any season closure to supporting extending the winter
closure into spring to supporting a spawning season closure. Two responders
expressed support for an early spring to June or July season closure as opposed to a
wintertime closure.

Eleven responders emphasized the need for stronger enforcement of existing
regulations, noting that violations like over-limit trips go unchecked.

Additional responders commented on the importance of equitable management
between sectors, the desire for no additional management, or were generally negative
toward the entire amendment. Three comments discussed discard rates, suggesting the
discard estimates are too high in the recreational fishery.

Two responders mentioned and suggested the elimination of tournaments, citing that

too many are being held and that the practice of high grading puts too much pressure
on larger fish.
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Summary

At their November 2024 business meeting, the Marine Fisheries Commission will review and
provide input on the draft of Amendment 5 to the Eastern Oyster Fishery Management Plan
(FMP). They will then vote on sending draft Amendment 5 out for review by the Marine
Fisheries Commission Advisory Committees and the public.

Background

The Eastern Oyster FMP is undergoing its five-year review with focus on wild mechanical
harvest, recreational harvest, and formalizing cultch planting as an integrated fishery
management strategy. Since there is no stock assessment for status determination of
either species, the goal is to manage the resource to maintain both species populations to
provide long-term harvest and continue to offer protection and ecological benefits to North
Carolina estuaries. Only wild harvest issues and management strategies are considered in
Amendment 5 as current shellfish aguaculture methods have limited impacts on wild
oyster stocks, and managing the private culture industry has grown beyond the scope of
the FMP process.

Recreational shellfish harvest does not require a license in NC, resulting in the inability of
the division to adequately collect recreational landings data. This data gap has been cited
as a major need in all past FMPs and needs addressed to account for all removals from the
populations. Additionally, shellfish harvest is subject to changing area closures due to
human health and safety concerns. Without licensing or permitting requirements, the
division is unable to ensure that every recreational harvester is informed of shellfish
sanitation concerns. The FMP contains an issue paper outlining the broad need to capture
recreational harvest sector information and have an effective means to provide health and
safety information to all recreational shellfish harvesters.

Management strategies are divided regionally by Pamlico Sound (generally subtidal,
mechanical harvest) and South of Core Sound (hand harvest, mixed subtidal and intertidal)
populations. These strategies apply to both natural reefs and cultch reefs. Natural reefs
formed with no human intervention and cultch reefs were built by DMF. Both types of reefs
are colonized by wild oysters. Oyster reefs are highly susceptible to the effects of harvest,
particularly mechanical, due to oysters being both a fishery resource as well as their own
habitat needed to perpetuate their population.

Pamlico Sound is the only area where mechanical gears are allowed for oyster harvest.
Mechanical harvest is managed through a sampling program which was designed to stop
mechanical harvest in a management area when the percent legal oyster falls below 26%
to reduce habitat impacts. The season duration for mechanical harvest for oysters in each
management area can be highly variable and is affected by the amount of the oyster
resource available and fishery effort. The current trigger monitoring approach, despite a



large sampling effort from the division, does not provide fishery independent data suitable
to create indices for a future stock assessment. Additionally, the current approach results
in the division having to quickly issue proclamations to close management areas to
mechanical harvest, with short public notice. The draft FMP proposes a tiered approach to
potential management aimed to balance both the habitat and fishery value of Pamlico
Sound oysters. The proposed strategy would provide some certainty in season length for
mechanical harvesters and utilize the divisions extensive cultch planting program as a
management tool.

South of Core Sound, only hand harvest occurs and accounts for most of the commercial
oyster landings. The FMP contains an information paper outlining the decline in
participation and landings in hand harvest after a management shift implemented in
Amendment 4 reduced holders of a Shellfish License statewide to 2 bushels per day and
no more than 4 bushels per vessel in Internal Coastal Fishing Waters. The division is
investigating the use of a pilot oyster sentinel site monitoring program to collect fishery
independent data for intertidal oyster reefs to potentially inform a future stock assessment
and management decisions for the southern region.

Amendment Timing
(gray indicates a step is complete)

September 2023 Division holds public scoping period

November 2023 MFC approves goal and objectives of FMP

December 2023 — June 2024 Division drafts FMP

Division held workshop to review and further develop the draft FMP

July 2024 with the Oyster/Clam FMP Advisory Committee

v ave
nere

August — November 2024

Division updates draft plan

MFC Reviews draft and votes on sending draft FMP for public

November 2024 and AC review

January 2025 MFC Regional and $tand|ng Advisory Committees meet to review
draft FMP and receive public comment

February 2025 MFC selects preferred management options

March - April 2025 DEQ Secretary and Legislative review of draft FMP

May 2025 MFC votes on final adoption of FMP

TBD DMF and MFC implement management strategies



Goal and Objectives

The goal of the N.C. Eastern Oyster FMP is to manage the oyster resource in such a way as
to maintain oyster populations that provide long-term harvest and continue to offer
protection and ecological benefits to North Carolina's estuaries. To achieve this goal, it is
recommended that the following objectives be met:

Use the best available biological, environmental, habitat, fishery, social, and
economic data to effectively monitor and manage the oyster fishery and its
environmentalrole.

Support and implement the restoration and protection of oyster populations as both
a fishery resource and an important estuarine habitat through the actions of the
Cultch Planting and Oyster Sanctuary programs.

Coordinate with DEQ and stakeholders to implement actions that protect habitat and
environmental quality consistent with the Coastal Habitat Protection Plan (CHPP)
recommendations.

Manage oyster harvesting gear use to minimize damage to habitat.

Promote stewardship of the resource through public outreach to increase public
awareness regarding the ecological value of oysters and encourage stakeholder
involvement in fishery management and habitat enhancement activities.

Summary of Preliminary Management
Recommendations

A summary of the DMF’s preliminary recommendations can be found below. Please note:
these are the Division’s initial recommendations and are subject to change.

Recreational Harvest

Support the NCDMF to further explore potential options and develop a solution to quantify
recreational shellfish participation and landings, and to establish a mechanism to provide
all recreational shellfish harvesters with Shellfish Sanitation and Recreational Water Quality
health and safety information outside of the FMP process.

Mechanical Harvest

To continue to maintain harvestable oyster populations and to better balance the value of
oysters as both a fishery resource and essential habitat, the Division recommends the
following:

Adopt the proposed Pamlico and Neuse River DORAs which are bound by existing
navigational aids.

Adopt the proposed Cultch Supported Harvest strategy as described in the Issue
Paper.

Adopt the proposed Rotational Cultch Site strategy as described in the Issue Paper.



e Adopt the proposed adaptive management framework.

Management Options

Recreational Harvest

Implementing a licensing or permitting requirement for recreational shellfish harvesters
would give the Division the opportunity to inform participants of where to find information
on harvest closure boundaries, where to sign up to receive polluted area proclamations or
to access temporary closure maps, and where to find information on safe handling
practices, particularly as it relates to Vibrio bacteria.

To pursue any of these solutions, significant time and effort will be needed to assess internal
program and resource capabilities and limitations. Any legislative changes require a specific
process and are ultimately out of NCDMF or MFC control. Given these constraints, NCDMF
recommends exploring potential options and solutions outside of the FMP process.

Mechanical Harvest

The oyster resource in Pamlico Sound is unique in that the commodity is responsible for
building the substrate of valuable subtidal habitat which supports rich biodiversity and
provides vital ecosystem services. To continue to maintain harvestable oyster populations
in Pamlico Sound, and to better balance the value of oysters as both a fishery resource and
essential habitat, a three-tiered approach is proposed for the Pamlico Sound oyster
mechanical harvest management:

Deep-Water Oyster Recovery Areas, Cultch Supported Harvest, and Rotational Cultch
Sites.

Tier/Strategy 1:

The remnant deep water natural oyster reefs in the Pamlico River and Neuse River have
suffered mass mortality from water quality impacts. These reefs have likely not supported
much fishery effort since 2018 and have had very few live or legal oysters sampled during
division monitoring efforts. Additionally, no cultch planting effort is occurring in these
areas. Proposed Deep-Water Oyster Recovery Areas (DORAs) would not open to the
mechanical harvest of oyster, to allow these reefs to accumulate shell material to gain the
height necessary to be resilient to storm events. Reefs deeper than 5m have been
identified to be most vulnerable to poor water quality events. Two proposed DORAs
(Pamlico and Neuse River) have been constructed by creating boundaries using existing
navigational aids for ease of compliance and enforceability.

Tier/Strategy 2:

The Cultch Supported Harvest strategy seeks to link mechanical oyster harvest
management in Pamlico Sound to the Divisions extensive cultch planting effort. The
primary changes from previous management in the proposed strategy is that season
lengths will be predetermined and based on division pre-season sampling of the oyster



resource in these areas, and the 10-bushel per day bays and 15-bushel per day deep areas
will be considered differently for each management area. This will eliminate the
unpredictability experienced by harvesters of how long mechanical harvest will occur in
given season and consider the differences in oyster mortality experienced in varying
depths of Pamlico sound. Season lengths will be predetermined based on pre-season
sampling of oyster condition. Results of sampling data will be used to set season length as
shown in the Issue Paper. During the harvest season, in-season sampling will occur to
determine if the initial season length should be extended. Harvesters will be encouraged to
report productive sites, aiding in more accurate in-season assessments. The new
approach aims to reduce unpredictability by setting season lengths based on oyster
resource conditions and ensuring that harvesting does not overly damage oyster habitats.
The goal is to balance sustainable oyster harvests with the preservation of habitat provided
by cultch planting

Tier/Strategy 3:

The Cultch Planting Program has implemented a reef building strategy in Pamlico Sound to
create large ~10-acre cultch planting sites in areas open to mechanical harvest, with the
goal of having at least 16 sites planted by 2026. Within each management area there would
be four cultch sites integrated into a rotational opening plan. These Rotational Cultch Sites
would not be subject to the season lengths set for Cultch Supported Harvest. Instead, a
subset of these large cultch sites would be open in each management area and their
open/closure status would rotate between seasons. This strategy focuses on the fishery
value of these reefs and gives harvesters relatively open access to these targeted cultch
plantings. Formalizing a Rotational strategy would also help to add statutory anchor points
for the Cultch Planting Program within the requirements of G.S. 113-182.1. This could be
usefulin pursuing additional and consistent funding for the Program moving forward.

Adaptive Management:

The fixed mechanical season lengths for Cultch Supported Harvest were developed using
fishery monitoring data for the five oyster mechanical harvest seasons between November
2018 and May 2023. Any large changes in effort could result in these fixed season lengths
becoming either inadequate or too restrictive. The average number of participants with
landings in the mechanical oyster fishery between 2018 and 2023 was 93. If the three-year
running average of participants is less than 70 or greater than 116 (calculated during
annual FMP Update), examination of oyster sampling data and potential adjustment to
fixed season lengths for Cultch Supported Harvest is triggered.

Next Steps

At their November business meeting, the Marine Fisheries Commission will review draft
Amendment 5 to the Eastern Oyster FMP, including the full list of management options. This



is an opportunity for the Commission to provide input on the management strategies and
options that are included in the draft FMP for public and MFC Advisory Committee review.

Following their review and input, the Commission will vote to send draft Amendment 5 out
for public and MFC Advisory Committee review. If approved, the draft is expected to go out
to the appropriate MFC Advisory Committees in January 2025 with a public comment period
held around that same time. The outcome of that comment period and MFC AC review would
then be presented to the Commission during their February business meeting.
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