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Introduction
 

Why is the white paper being prepared? 
 
Upon request of the Council at its 150th meeting, staff 
was directed to write a white paper on establishing a 
separate annual catch limit (ACL) for the red hind. The 
objective of the white paper is to address the possibility 
of determining an ACL for the red hind separate from 
the Grouper ACL in the USVI. How would the 
separation of red hind as an FMU affect the grouper 
ACL in the USVI? Is it possible to determine and ACL 
for red hind? The concern is that the Grouper ACL in 
the USVI, specifically in St. Thomas has been 
exceeded once already and it is thought that it will 
continue to be exceeded because of the protection 
afforded to the red hind and yellowfin groupers through 
the no-take MCD and the seasonally closed 
Grammanik Bank, among other management measures 
in place. These areas protect other groupers that utilize 
the same area during spawning and at other times of the 
year. Fishers of St. Thomas, the STFA in particular, are 
well aware of the increase in numbers and in the size of 
red hind since the MCD was established in 1999. It is 
thought that the continued increase in numbers of red 
hind available to the fishery, as the spawning 
population increases, is not considered in the overages 
of the grouper ACL.  
 
The objective of the white paper is to explore how the 
grouper ACL would be affected if red hind is separated from the groupers and a separate ACL determined 
for red hind. 
  

 
Caribbean Fishery  

Management Council 
 
 Responsible for conservation and 

management of fish stocks 
 

 Consists of seven voting members  
o Four voting members appointed 

by the Secretary of Commerce 
 

o One voting member appointed by 
each of the Governors of Puerto 
Rico and the U.S. Virgin Islands  
(2 total) 
 

o The Regional Administrator of 
NMFS for the Southeast Region 

 

 Manages the area is from 3 to 200 
nautical miles (nm) off the coasts of 
the U.S. Virgin Islands and 9 to 200 nm 
off the coast of Puerto Rico 

 
 Develops fishery management plans 

and recommends regulations to NMFS 
and the Secretary of Commerce for 
implementation 
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Where is the project located?  
 
The U.S. Caribbean EEZ consists of those waters 
extending from the nine nautical mile (nm) 
seaward boundary of the Commonwealth of 
Puerto Rico and the three nm seaward boundary 
of the territory of the U.S. Virgin Islands (USVI) 
out to 200 nautical miles offshore. In 2011, the 
EEZ where divided (Figure 1) to accommodate 
the accounting of ACLs per Island such that 
when and if the ACLs were exceeded, the AM 
would be applied to that the specific EEZ and not 
to all of the US Caribbean EEZ. 

 
Figure 1.  Jurisdictional boundaries of the Caribbean 
Fishery Management Council for ACLs.  
 

Why is the Council considering 
action? 
 
The harvest activities of all fishing sectors must 
be understood to the greatest degree possible to 
assure that societal goals encompassed in the 
Magnuson-Stevens Fishery Conservation and 
Management Act (Magnuson-Stevens Act) are 
met. Thus, the need for timely, effective, and 
efficient means to monitor harvest from all 
sectors is fundamental. The fishers from St. 
Thomas were overwhelmed by the AM triggered 
in 2013 that closed the grouper fishery at the 
beginning of their peak local market season, the 
Christmas holidays (December 20-December 31. 
 
Catch reporting in the USVI had been changing 
from family-specific harvest reports (i.e., 
groupers, snappers, triggerfishes) to species-
specific reporting (e.g., red hind, yellowfin, etc.). 
Data derived from these forms should contribute 
to reducing future ACL exceedances and thus the 
triggering of AMs. More accurate and reliable 
catch data allow for more informed management 
decisions and provides managers with a better 
understanding of the health of the fish stocks.  
 
Species-specific data collection in St. Thomas 
began in July 2011, and the grouper species 
listed in the trip ticket forms are: (1) red hind, (2) 
coney (butterfish), (3) yellowfin, (4) graysby, 
and (5) misty. Other groupers are written-in 
when harvested. Gear specific harvest of these 
species is also an improvement in the data form 
(Appendix A). 
 
Other groupers in the fishery, but not printed in 
the data forms, include (1) yellowmouth, (2) red 
grouper, (3) yellowedge, and (4) tiger. These can 
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be written in on the catch report. A category still 
exists for groupers. 
 
These new catch reports should contribute to a 
better monitoring and tracking of the various 
species found in the forms. A write in area is 
available in the forms to report other species, 
including those that are not kept. Fisheries that 
are prohibited include Nassau grouper but fishers 
can report the numbers caught and released 
(alive or dead).  
 

 

 
Needs/Issues that this white 

paper addresses 
 

 Use of species-specific data  

 Changes in the reporting 
system 

 Timeliness of reporting 

 Better estimates of species-
specific landings  

 Monitoring of increases in 
bycatch 

 Other issues regarding changes 
in reporting 
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Regulations and Status of the groupers and 
specifically the red hind (Epinephelus guttatus) in St. 
Thomas 
 
USVI Regulations 
 
Licenses 
 
Since 1972, the USVI has required all commercial fishers to have a commercial fishing permit.  Helpers1 
are not required to have a commercial fishing permit, although each commercial fisher must obtain a 
helper’s permit for each helper used or employed (V.I.C., Title 12, Chapter 9A §312).  In August 2001, 
the Commissioner of the USVI Department of Planning and Natural Resources issued a moratorium on 
the issuance of commercial fishing licenses.  Those individuals that were licensed up to 3 years before 
August 2001 were allowed to renew their commercial fishing licenses (Holt and Uwate 2004), but no new 
entrants into the commercial fishery have been allowed since implementation of the moratorium.  Based 
on the USVI’s Department of Fish and Wildlife 2010-2011 registration list (Kojis and Quinn 2011), in 
2008, there were 383 licensed commercial fishers in the USVI, including 223 on St. Croix and 160 on St. 
Thomas/St. John.  By 2011 the number of licensed commercial fishers in the USVI had decreased to 334 
including 214 on St. Croix and 120 on St. Thomas/St. John (Kojis and Quinn 2011).  As long as the 
moratorium on granting new commercial fishing licenses in the USVI remains in place, it is anticipated 
those numbers will continue to decrease through attrition (White Paper on Federal Permits 2014).  
 
Fishing Gears 
 
The trap fishery of St. Thomas has been regulated through the establishment of minimum mesh size since 
1972 in Territorial and increasing from a mesh size of 1.25” to 2” square in 1996; the minimum size of 2” 
square (1.5 in hex) was implemented in federal waters in 1994. The 2” square mesh size has been the 
prevalent measurement in the St. Thomas area since 1996. The commercial fish trap fishers of the USVI 
have recently implemented on their own initiative a management program that reduces the number of 
traps in the fishery and controls entry into the fishery. Further, trap fishers have been involved in testing 
and documenting the use of escape vents for traps. These initiatives, when fully implemented would result 
in decrease fishing effort on small sized red hind and other species. These initiatives will also result in 
increased landings due to changes in fishing gear (landing larger fish). 
 
The mesh size of traps and the trap construction (escape panel requirement) are fully compatible with 
federal regulations. 
 

                                                 
1 The permitted commercial fisher must be onboard when the “helper” is fishing.  Commercial fishers must have the number of 
helpers indicated on their permit.  Although legally defined as helpers, these individuals are also fishers.   
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Seasonal Closures and Area Closures 
 
The Territorial Government of the USVI established in 2006, seasonal closures for Grouper Unit 4 (red, 
tiger, black, and yellowedge and yellowfin groupers) but no seasonal closure was established for red hind 
nor was any other area closures established specifically for red hind. The federal regulations implemented 
in 2005 established a seasonal closure for red hind (December-February) west of 67° 10’ W longitude or 
only in the EEZ west of Puerto Rico.  
 
There are a number of inshore areas that restrict fishing and access in St. Thomas but there is no 
assessment of the impact of these areas on the recruitment of red hind. Both the hind bank (MCD) and 
Grammanik Bank are within the EEZ. 
 
Federal Waters 
 
Grouper Fishery Management Units and Regulations  
 
Although the Grouper Units were established in 2005 and modified in 2011, there were not species-
specific data to establish ACLs for the grouper units in the USVI. The fishery management units (FMUs) 
established, and the regulations, were as follows (Table 1):  
 
Table 1: Grouper Units managed by the CFMC 
Serranidae--Sea basses and 
Grouper  

Scientific Name Regulation in USVI 
EEZ/Territorial 

Grouper Unit 1    
Nassau Grouper Epinephelus striatus  Closed Fishery/Territorial 
Grouper Unit 2    
Goliath grouper Epinephelus itajara  Closed Fishery/Territorial 
Grouper Unit 3    
Red hind Epinephelus guttatus  MCD Hind Bank No-Take 
Coney (butterfish) Epinephelus fulvus   
Rock hind Epinephelus adscensionis   
Graysby Epinephelus cruentatus   
Grouper Unit 4    
Red grouper Epinephelus morio  Closed Feb 1- Apr 30/T 
Black grouper Mycteroperca bonaci Closed Feb 1- Apr 30/T 
Tiger grouper Mycteroperca tigris  Closed Feb 1- Apr 30/T 
Yellowfin grouper Mycteroperca venenosa  Closed Feb 1- Apr 30/T 
Grouper Unit 5   
Misty grouper Epinephelus mystacinus   
Yellowedge grouper Epinephelus flavolimbatus  Closed Feb 1- Apr 30/T 
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Seasonal Closures and Area Closures 
 
The Hind Bank seasonal closure established in 1990 to protect spawning aggregations of red hind became 
in 1999, the first no-take area established in the US Caribbean EEZ (Amendment 1 to the Reef fish FMP 
(CFMC 1990b; 55 FR 46214). A prohibition on all fishing in an area southwest of St. Thomas, USVI 
from December 1 through February 28 of each year was implemented to coincide with the spawning 
season for red hind. This seasonal closure later became a year round closure with the implementation of 
the Hind Bank Marine Conservation District (Figure 2)through Amendment 1 to the Coral FMP in 1999 
(CFMC 1999).  
 

 
Figure 2: Hind Bank Marine Conservation District and Grammanik Bank managed areas by the CFMC. 
 
Seasonal regulations for red hind were implemented in 2005, for the west coast of Puerto Rico, west of 
67° 10’ W longitude, establishing a three month closure to protect spawning for all red hind aggregations 
in the EEZ. The CFMC’s decision was based on the perceived recovery of the red hind after the 
implementation of the no-take MCD south of St. Thomas in 1999. 
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In 2004, the Grammanik Bank (Figure 2), also south off St. Thomas, was seasonally closed to protect the 
spawning aggregation of yellowfin groupers. The seasonal closure was implemented in 2005 through the 
SFA Amendment to all FMPs.  
 
Annual Catch Limits and Status of the red hind 
 
The ACLs determined for groupers in the USVI in 2011, were established for a grouper FMU, not by 
species-specific FMU. The ACL values were based on the data available from catch reports (Table 2). 
 
Table 2: Grouper ACLs in the US Caribbean 
 St. Thomas/St. John St. Croix Puerto Rico (C) Puerto Rico (R)  
Groupers 51,849 30,435 177,513 77,213 
 
The data available for St. Thomas, specifically the catch report data were only available for family 
groups. These data were available from 2000 to 2005, dates selected because they preceded the SFA 
regulations. The ACL was based on the average catch over that period of time reduced by 15% to 
minimize the likelihood that overfishing would occur. Changes to this buffer are being considered by the 
Council under the ACL Control Rule Amendment 
(http://sero.nmfs.noaa.gov/sustainable_fisheries/caribbean/documents/pdfs/2014/acl_control_rule_ea.pdf).  
 
The data available for groupers was used in the SEDAR 35 Red Hind and included the years between 
2000 and 2013 for St. Thomas/St. John. These were presented at the November 12 2014, SSC Webinar in 
the form of the following graphs. These graphs show the commercial landings of groupers by year and 
fishing gear and the landings of red hind (2012-2013 only) (Figure 3). Species-specific data were not 
readily available before 2012. The number of trips in which groupers were harvested by year and gear 
also include for 2012-2013 the trips in which red hind were landed (Figure 4).  
 
The SEDAR 35 Red Hind documents are available 
athttp://www.sefsc.noaa.gov/sedar/Sedar_Workshops.jsp?WorkshopNum=35 and the final reports are 
available at http://www.sefsc.noaa.gov/sedar/download/S35_red_hind_SAR.pdf?id=DOCUMENT. The 
Data Workshop was conducted in St. Thomas in March 2014, the assessments were conducted between 
May and August and the Review was conducted by 3 independent stock assessment experts. The final 
reports were made available in October 2014 and discussed by the SSC in November 2014. 
 
The data used in the SEDAR 35 assessment included the TIP data from the pot and trap fishery of St. 
Thomas; that is length data for red hind between 1983 and 2012. There were data gaps between 1989-
1990 and 1996-2001, as well as small sample sizes in the early 2000s. Lengths of red hind at recruitment 
were above the lengths at sexual maturity (250 mm = 9.8 inches). The length of recruitment was 320 mm 
(12.6 inches) in the pot and trap fishery of St. Thomas. The SEDAR 35 reports contain information on the 
data used, the methods and the evaluation of the models used. 
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Figure 3: Commercial grouper and red hind landings for St. Thomas/St. John 2000-2013. 

 
Figure 4: Number of trips reporting grouper landings and red hind landings for 2012-2013. 
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The summary of the SEDAR 35 results include (1) an increase in total mortality of between 38% and 
64%; (2) increases in mortality occurred in 2001 or 1983, depending on the size at recruitment used in the 
model; and (3) the probability of overfishing is 42% and 57% for F30% and F40%, respectively. Changes 
in fishing mortality could result from changes in management (Hind Bank closure, seasonal closures, 
ACLs, etc.). These changes include re-location of fishing effort from aggregations sites (large fish) to 
areas with smaller size fish (non-spawning areas); therefore, the change might not be increased fishing 
mortality but decrease in size of fish harvested. These smaller size fish could still be adults. 
 
The species-specific data available for St. Thomas from 2012-2013 are shown in the following Table 
(Table 3; SEFSC data presented at Nov 12 2014, SSC meeting – only some of the reported species are 
listed below; there are numerous other species). The data clearly show that the most commonly landed 
and reported grouper is the red hind. The average landings of red hind for the 2012-2013 data sets were 
34,623 pounds, quite significant when compared to the average landings of butterfish (coney), the second 
most landed grouper, with 3,585 pounds.  
 
Table 3: Reported grouper species and other selected species in the St. 
Thomas catch records of 2012-2013 (landings in pounds) 

species reported 2012 
landings 

2013 
landings 

mean 
landings 

LOBSTERS, SPINY 83,157 84,233 83,695 
TRIGGERFISH, QUEEN 44,835 43,762 44,299 
HIND, RED 34,832 34,415 34,623 
LIONFISHES 3,217 4,647 3,932 
CONEY 4,257 2,914 3,585 
GROUPER, 
YELLOWFIN 

1,499 1,047 1,273 

GROUPER, 
YELLOWMOUTH 

186 262 224 

GRAYSBY 289 149 219 
GROUPER, MISTY 159 104 131 
GROUPER, RED 174 45 110 
GROUPERS 95 1 48 
YELLOWEDGE 
GROUPER 

67 0 33 

GROUPER, TIGER 41 0 21 
 
Landings of other groupers reported from St. Thomas range from an average of 21 pounds (tiger grouper) 
to 1,273 pounds (yellowfin grouper). The known yellowfin grouper spawning aggregation site was closed 
in 2005. The Territory also adopted the seasonal closure (February to April) for yellowfin and other 
species within the Grouper Unit 4. The yellowfin grouper fishery specifically was a fishery that took place 
primarily over the aggregation where less effort yielded a high yield. It is still undetermined what percent 
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of the total landings reported were yellowfin grouper harvested during the spawning season. The data 
need to be explored to determine the percent contribution by species to the total amount landed.  
 
Summary 
 
The red hind, Epinephelus guttatus, has been protected in the St. Thomas EEZ since 1990, through 
species-specific seasonal area closure and since 1999, through the protection of the Hind Bank MCD 
closed area. The red hind in the USVI makes up “probably 90 percent of the grouper landings” (Mr. 
Blanchard at 150th CFMC Meeting). The data available to date were examined by the SEDAR 35 and the 
Reports reviewed by the SSC. The recommendation of the SSC from its November 12 2014 will be 
presented at the 151st CFMC Meeting in December 2014. 
 
The red hind landings data from 2012-2013 represent about 67% of the ACL, but total landings of 
groupers are below the ACL since 2011. The reported landings of groupers in St. Thomas in 2012 and 
2013 are 80% and 75% of the ACL, respectively. The red hind landings for each of the two years 
represent 84% and 88% of the total grouper landings in St. Thomas.  
 
Grouper landings are below the ACL since 2011; over 80% of the landings are reported as red hind since 
2012. According to the recent data, the Grouper ACL in St. Thomas is a Red Hind ACL.  
 
Red hinds have been monitored within the MCD Hind Bank since 1999 and although no indices have 
been developed to be used in stock assessment, the results indicate increased numbers of red hinds at the 
Hind Bank. “In the light of my findings [Nemeth 2005], the potential economic and conservation benefits 
of establishing the Red Hind Bank Marine Conservation District to the Virgin Islands are becoming 
evident. Continued protection of the red hind spawning aggregation will mean greater reproductive output 
for this species and better catches in the near future for commercial fishermen of the Virgin Islands and 
eastern Puerto Rico. Most importantly, interviews with commercial and recreational fishermen indicate 
that a noticeable increase in the size and abundance of red hind has occurred over the past few years. The 
perception that the MCD is enhancing the local fishery may facilitate a positive change in social attitude 
and behavior toward the acceptance of marine fisheries reserves (Roberts 2001) and highlight the regional 
fishery benefits associated with protecting spawning aggregations. 
(http://www.sefsc.noaa.gov/sedar/download/S35_RD_08_Nemeth_2005_MEPS_286%20Red%20hind%2
0recovery.pdf?id=DOCUMENT ). 
 
Questions to be addressed: 
 

1. Can an ACL be established for red hind with 2 years of species-specific data for St. Thomas? 
2. Will all other groupers still be in a grouper ACL? These groupers would represent less than 20% 

of the total grouper landings in 2012-2013. 
3. What other data can be used to support these decisions?  

a. US Caribbean Fisheries Independent Index Workshop – Report pending 
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b. SEAMAP-Caribbean USVI data – “gold copy of data” pending 
4. Given the commercial license moratorium, has effort decreased? 
5. Given the regulations in place, specifically the 2” mesh size of traps how has size of red hind been 

impacted? 
6. Considering the regulations in place and given that red hind change sex, are the larger (male) fish 

being removed preferentially from the population? What impact would a biased sex ratio have in 
the spawning population? 

7. How can all the management measure in place be evaluated to determine the impacts on the 
grouper population? [SEDAR 35 Management Strategy Evaluation.] 

8. Research priorities listed in the SEDAR 35 Report are being addressed by the SSC. 
 

.
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