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What is the Gulf Council’s Recreational Initiative?
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• An effort to engage the recreational community to:

1. Review and evaluate past and current management strategies
2. Explore potential innovative management strategies that could 

be applied in the future

• Use focal species of key interest to the recreational community to 
examine past/ongoing challenges and evaluate new approaches



Recreational Initiative Items
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1. Development, review, and revision of goals and 
objectives for recreational fisheries management. 

5. Evaluation and consideration of harvest 
control rules (i.e., pre-agreed guidelines) for 
setting bag, size, and season limits.

2. A review of the status of Federally managed 
species in the Gulf of Mexico that are highly 
sought after by recreational anglers, including 
recreational sources of directed and bycatch 
mortality. 

6. Scientific recommendations to the Council for 
addressing variability and uncertainty in 
recreational catch estimates, including use of 
multiple years of data, identification of catch 
estimates that are the result of low sample sizes or 
outliers, and statistical recommendations and 
guidance for how such approaches could be 
implemented.

3. A review of recreational management 
measures, including how management measures 
have changed over time.

4. Assessment of the performance and efficacy of 
recreational accountability measures and 
recommended improvements. 

7. Exploration of innovative new management 
strategies. 



Who’s Involved
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Steering Committee

• Provides guidance on overall 
effort (meets monthly)

• Includes leadership from the 
Gulf Council, NOAA Fisheries 
and the Gulf States Marine 
Fisheries Commission as well 
as recreational representatives 
on the Gulf Council

Working Group

• Review management successes and 
failures and advise the Council on 
potential novel management measures.

• Focus on the exploration of ideas rather 
than reacting to proposed regulatory 
decisions from the Council.

• 12 members, consensus-based



Summary of Recreational Initiative Timeline
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Oct 
29-30

WG 
Meeting #1
(Tampa)

Jan 
16

Provide update 
at Council 
Meeting 
(New Orleans)

Jan 8-9, 
2025

WG 
Meeting #2
(New 
Orleans)

Jan 
29

Feb 
19-20

WG 
Meeting #3
(Tampa)

Apr 
7-10

Present final 
report to the 
Council (Gulf 
Shores, AL)

Virtual 
Public 
Input 
Session 
#2

Nov 
18

Virtual 
Public 
Input 
Session 
#1

Mar 6

Virtual 
Public 
Input 
Session 
#3



Working Group Meeting #1 Overview
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• Held Oct 29-30, 2024 at Gulf Council headquarters in Tampa, FL

Purpose: 

 1) Develop goals and objectives for recreational fisheries management 
 for reef species in the Gulf of Mexico (Item 1).

 2) Provide Working Group members with an opportunity to share their views 
 on reef fish stock status and management, provide perspectives on what 
 management “success” would look like, and offer initial thoughts on 

approaches that they would like to see the Council consider.



WG Meeting 1: Day 1 Overview
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• Overview of the Recreational Initiative (Pelagic 
Strategies)

• Federal Perspective on the Recreational Initiative 
(NOAA Fisheries staff)

• Past Council Efforts to Engage with the Gulf 
Recreational Reef Fish Community (Gulf Council staff)

• Breakout Sessions:
 1) Past Challenges
 2) Past Successes



WG Meeting 1: Key Challenges
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I. Education/ 
Engagement
• Educate re. how regulations are 

developed
• Improve distribution channels 

(“ambassadors?”)
• Need to achieve effective 

engagement in the absence of 
a crisis

• Disconnect between stock 
status and regulations (e.g., 
Western Gulf red snapper)

• Trust issues in data collection 
create awareness about data’s 
role

II. Access and Equity
• Gulf-wide “one-size-fits-all” 

approach doesn’t meet state/ 
regional fishery needs/ 
characteristics

• Interannual instability of 
regulations

• Only available to harvest one 
species at a time  increased 
pressure

• Dissatisfaction with allocation
• High discard rates
• Misalignment between stock 

rebuilding and management 
(quickly rebuilding stock  low 
satisfaction)

South Atlantic Fishery Management Council

Fish Rules



WG Meeting 1: Key Challenges
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III. Legal Constraints
• MSA framework hamstrings exploration of 

new approaches for the recreational 
community

• 2006 MSA reauthorization added 
requirements incompatible with 
recreational fisheries, put higher 
demands on MRIP than for what it was 
initially designed

IV. Data/Assessments
• Is a need for unified, integrated data 

across states
• Discard data a particular challenge
• Lengthy stock assessments impact timely 

decision-making

V. Increased Effort/Efficiency
• Growing size of the recreational sector (especially 

during COVID) has increased fishing pressure 
• On-the-water technology (e.g., mapping, spot-lock) 

is perceived to have increased efficiency
• Information transfer (e.g., via social media) has 

dramatically lowered the learning curve 
• Oil rig removal is reducing habitat and can 

concentrate effort

VI. Climate/Ecosystem Impacts
• Depredation 
• Changes in water temperature patterns are 

impacting fish distribution and could impact 
fishery-dependent data (e.g., grouper)



WG Meeting 1: Key Successes to Possibly Build Upon
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I. Education/ Engagement
• The Council’s Fishermen Feedback Tool 

enables greater stakeholder input during 
the stock assessment process, but more 
engagement needed to increase 
awareness 

• Council outreach at angling community 
events

• MREP is valuable, although it can be 
difficult to distill the information down for 
common anglers—consider short 
films/documentaries?

• Lots of outreach materials are available 
but can be difficult to find

II. Assessments/Management
• State management for red snapper (Amendment 50A) was 

huge win allowing for the tailoring of management measures 
to each state, longer seasons  apply to other species?

• The Council’s utilization of frameworks instead of 
amendments, along with interim analyses, had enabled more 
rapid and nimble response to fishery issues

• Are numerous reef fish species with healthy stocks and liberal 
regulations (vermilion snapper, mangrove snapper, yellowtail 
snapper, etc.)

• Successful rebuilding of some stocks, such as king mackerel 
(although it has subsequently declined) and red snapper 
quotas has increased substantially

• New assessment/data collection approaches, such as 
independent university fishery surveys, new technology 
(video, AI), and the Great Red Snapper Count 

• Artificial reefing has expanded recreational opportunities



WG Meeting 1: Vision for Rec. Reef Fish Management 
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Common Themes in the Discussion 
to Develop a Vision: 

• Data
• Trust
• Regional fisheries management
• Collaborative management
• Predictability
• Stability
• Access
• Growth in participation

Working Vision:

A sustainable recreational fishery 
that is based on trusted data, offers 

predictable and reliable access, 
engages and empowers anglers in 

management, maximizes angler 
satisfaction, and accommodates 

growth and regional flexibility.



WG Meeting 1: Goals for Rec. Reef Fish Management 
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Working Vision:
A sustainable recreational fishery that is based on trusted data, offers predictable and 

reliable access, engages and empowers anglers in management, maximizes angler 
satisfaction, and accommodates growth and regional flexibility.

Goal 1
Trusted Data

Goal 2
Establish trust 
with the 
recreational 
community

Goal 3
Develop 
predictable 
and reliable 
recreational 
access

Goal 4
Allow for 
regional 
flexibility in 
management 

Goal 5
Increase 
Recreational 
Community 
Engagement 
in the 
Management 
Process

Goal 6
Maximize angler 
satisfaction, and 
accommodate 
growth



Working Group Meeting 1

Working Group Member 
Perspective
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Working Group Meeting 2 (Jan 8-9, 2025, New Orleans)
Purpose: Ensure collective understanding of stock status and 
management measures/history for each of the Recreational Initiative’s 
five focal species
• Review the status of Federally managed species in the Gulf of Mexico 

that are highly sought after by recreational anglers, including 
recreational sources of directed and bycatch mortality

• Review and assess recreational management measures, including 
how management measures have changed over time

• Assess the performance and efficacy of recreational accountability 
measures and recommended improvements 
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Working Group Meeting 2 Agenda
Presentations:
• Recreational Data in the Gulf of 

Mexico
• The Federal Management Process 

and its role in Gulf Council 
Management

• Accountability Measures
• Changes in Landings and Discards 

Over Time
• Management Overviews for Focal 

Species
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Species Overview Example: Gag Grouper
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WG Meeting 2: Species-Specific Breakout Sessions
● What are the benefits and challenges stemming from 

the key management decisions outlined in the 
presentation?

● What management decisions (or outcomes) have been 
the greatest sources of angler dissatisfaction? 

● From an angler perspective, how well have the 
accountability measures in place been performing? 

● Are there any elements of federal management that 
have been going well?

● What management strategies do you think would have 
contributed the most to achieving the desired outcomes 
that you identified in Working Group Meeting 1?
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Working Group Meeting 2: Broad Messages
Seasons

○ For charter/tackle industry, need 
something open (across reef fish) all 
the time (for certain regions, is true of 
private anglers too)

○ But for the average private angler, 
more overlap in seasons enables 
opportunity to harvest multiple 
species and could reduce discards

○ Generally, for-hire prefers predictable 
seasons. Private anglers prefer 
longer seasons even if not 
predictable

Accountability 
Measures

○ Flexibility for post-season 
AMs preferred  distribute 
paybacks across multiple 
years? 

○ Better messaging on the 
potential impact that 
management actions will have 
on fishery (“Where are we 
going?” “What is ultimately 
possible biologically re. 
seasons/harvest?”)

Regional/Sector 
Considerations

○ Interest in exploring 
opportunities for finer-scale 
spatial management (e.g., 
eastern v. western Gulf) while 
maintaining Council 
management authority 

○ Different season preferences 
for private v. for-hire  
differential management may 
be desired

○ Mechanics of both (sub-
ACLs? Different management 
under shared ACL?) unclear
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Red Snapper
• Relative satisfaction with fishing opportunities since state 

management
○ Concerns: state allocations, localized depletion

• Relative satisfaction with state data collection programs
o Concern about state data recalibration to MRIP in some 

instances
o Some concerns about lack of information on discards.
o Concern that data programs across states need to be 

aligned

• Sector separation caused consternation but state 
management has helped to alleviate some of that
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Gag and Red Grouper

● Sources of dissatisfaction (gag):
○ September season: Fishery not open when water cool/fish inshore and readily 

accessible
○ Gag payback accountability measures in 2024
○ Disconnect between science and real-time observations (lots of fish inshore)

● Regional flexibility
○ Most catch is in Florida–differential management approach (under Council 

authority) for Florida v. other states that only catch red/gag grouper 
incidentally?

○ Finer-scale management within Florida?
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● Generally: Trips don’t tend to 
target only these species—
preference to overlap seasons with 
red snapper/other species to allow 
for multi-species trips

● Current triggerfish regulations are 
not constraining. Change in fishing 
behavior for red snapper (bigger 
bait) resulted in less triggerfish 
landed

Gray Triggerfish and Greater Amberjack

● Regional differences between east and west GOM 
amberjack fisheries  regional management?

● Vessel limits for amberjack (scaled by # anglers on 
board?) may be favorable if it extends the season 
length. What is angler harvest satisfaction threshold?

● Communication surrounding the Great Amberjack 
Count and set expectations moving forward with 
dissemination of the results 

● Misidentification/harvest of juvenile amberjack 
constraining rebuilding?

● Impact of habitat loss (sargassum, artificial reefs) needs 
to be considered in the assessment
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Working Group Meeting 2

Working Group Member 
Perspective
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Next: Working Group Meeting 3 (Feb 19-20, Tampa)
Purpose: Explore innovative management strategies for 
reef species in the Gulf of Mexico, using the five focal 
species to illustrate potential approaches

• Evaluate and consider harvest control rules (i.e., pre-
agreed guidelines) for setting bag, size, and season 
limits

• Review alternative management approaches and 
evaluate their applicability for use in reef fish 
management 

• Determine whether certain approaches are better suited 
to certain fisheries/species, building on the outcomes of 
Working Group Meeting #2
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Next Steps
• Develop Working Group consensus 

recommendations on future management 
approaches to consider

• Third and final virtual Public Input Session: 
March 6, 2025

• Final report and recommendations to be 
developed and presented at the April Council 
meeting in Gulf Shores, AL
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Questions?



Backup



Examples: Changes in Landings/Discards Over Time
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Working Vision: A sustainable recreational fishery that is based on trusted data, offers 
predictable and reliable access, engages and empowers anglers in management, 
maximizes angler satisfaction, and accommodates growth and regional flexibility.
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Goal 1: Trusted 
Data

Goal 2: Est. 
Trust

Goal 5: Incr. Rec 
Engagement in 

Mgt

O2: Engage rec 
community
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Goal 3: Devel. 
Predictable/  

Reliable Access

Goal 4: Allow for 
Regional 

Flexibility in Mgt

O3: Educate anglers 
on importance of 

mgt input

O1: Timely, 
transparent, 

accurate
O2: Educate anglers 

on data process

O1: Promote 
transparency/ angler 

inclusion

O4: 
Timely/consistent 
comms re. stock 

status/mgt

O5: Develop 
innovative methods 
to encourage angler 

input

O2: Explore devel. of 
multi-yr mgt to 

minimize volatility

O1:Develop/ 
communicate rec 

regs that maximizes 
lead time 

O1: Explore state or 
regional mgt beyond 
red snapper for other 

reef fish species

O1: Leverage 
“champions”

O2: Develop 
partnerships/ “MREP 

light”

O3: Face to face 
communication

O4: Quantify rec 
preferences

O5: Consolidate rec 
issues at mtgs

Goal 6: Max 
angler 

satisfaction
O1: Eval. efficacy of 
current mgt system

O2: Explore 
legal/reg flexibility 

(multispecies?)

O3: Eval. 
approaches outside 

Gulf

O4: Project future 
growth and impact 
on mgt strategies

O6: Eval lost oppty’s 
due to discards

O5: Consider 
barriers to access 

because availability 
doesn’t = season 

O3: Improve 
estimates of discard 

data 

O4: Inc. innovative 
strategies to capture 

fishery-indep data
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