
The South Atlantic Fishery
Management Council

Office:  Charleston, South Carolina

Jurisdiction: Federal waters ranging 
from three to 200 miles off North Caro-
lina, South Carolina, Georgia and the 
East Coast of Florida through Key West, 
FL (Approx. 190,442 square miles)

Management:  70+ species including 
coral under nine fishery management 
plans

Structure: 13 voting members and 12 
permanent advisory bodies

From deepwater canyons to shallow water coral reefs, the South Atlantic region 
arguably encompasses some of the most diverse habitats and fisheries in the 
federal fishery management system.  That diversity has attracted both commercial 
and recreational fishermen along the region’s more than 1,100 miles of coastline.  
Historic commercial fishing villages dot the coast, along with one of the largest 
concentrations of recreational fishermen in the county.  Almost 26% of all 
recreational fishing trips along the entire Atlantic coast were taken off the east 
coast of Florida in 2011.

Fishermen target pelagic species such as dolphin, wahoo, king mackerel and 
Spanish mackerel along the entire region, while other species are more localized. 
Yellowtail snapper and spiny lobster are staple species in the Florida Keys.  Black 
sea bass and vermilion snapper are commonly found further north in Georgia and 
the Carolinas along outcrops of hardbottom habitat.

For the South Atlantic Fishery Management Council,  species diversity, increasing 
fishing pressure, and habitat protection have presented challenges and rewards.  
With 60 species in the snapper grouper management complex alone, the Council 
has historically taken a precautionary approach when establishing harvest 
restrictions.  Meeting the requirements of the Reauthorized Magnuson-Stevens 
Fishery Conservation and Management Act has presented additional challenges 
in setting Annual Catch Limits and accountability measures for some stocks. 
Although ending overfishing immediately in 2010 resulted in difficult cuts in 
harvest for some species, updated stock assessments reflect positive results as 
stocks continue to rebuild.  

Rebuilding Stocks - Black Sea Bass and Vermilion Snapper
In 2006, stock assessments were conducted for black sea bass and vermilion 
snapper that indicated both stocks were undergoing overfishing.  The Council 
took action to end overfishing for these popularly targeted species, reducing 
recreational bag limits, commercial quotas and trip limits, and increasing 
minimum size limits.  The Council took a “step down” approach to end 
overfishing for black sea bass, lowering the quotas and implementing restrictions 
over a three-year period.  Measures to end overfishing for vermilion snapper 
included the first-ever seasonal closure for the recreational fishery, prohibiting 
harvest from November through March of each year.  The Council took these 
actions to end overfishing and rebuild the stocks prior to the mandates of the 
Reauthorized Magnuson-Stevens Act approved in 2007.

Proactive management 
measures for catch limits



Habitat Protection

Enhancing Fisheries 
Management Outreach

In 2010, Annual Catch Limits (ACLs) and accountability measures were 
implemented as required by the Reauthorized Magnuson-Stevens Act, for all 
species undergoing overfishing, including black sea bass and vermilion snapper. 
Accountability measures, used to help ensure overfishing does not occur, resulted 
in substantially shortened commercial fishing seasons, and for the first time ever, 
a closure of the recreational black sea bass fishery once the ACL was met.  In 2011, 
the commercial fishery closed on July 15th, lasting only six weeks from the June 1st 
opening date.  In 2012, as the stock continued to recover, larger and more accessible 
fish resulted in meeting the ACL quickly, with the recreational season lasting from 
June 1st to September 4th.  The scenario was similar for vermilion snapper.

Recent stock assessments for black sea bass and vermilion snapper show that 
management measures have worked. Both stocks are no longer undergoing 
overfishing and have been rebuilt.  Measures implemented by the Council, paired 
with requirements to set ACLs and accountability measures, have led to healthy 
stocks.  As a result, the Council is able to increase the ACL for both species.  For 
black sea bass, the catch limits may be raised from 847,000 pounds (whole weight) 
to over 2 million pounds in 2013, extending both the commercial and recreational 
fishing seasons.

Red Snapper
Although the red snapper fishery remains closed in the South Atlantic, stock 
assessments show the stock is rebuilding and limited harvest may be allowed in the 
future as the stock continues to improve.  In 2012, a “mini-season” was held for both 
the commercial and recreational sectors, allowing harvest of a limited ACL.  The 
Council has approved an amendment to the Snapper Grouper Fishery Management 
Plan for defining future openings should the ACL allow.  Options for establishing a 
harvest-based tag program for the red snapper fishery are also being explored.

Habitat Protection Through Cooperation
The South Atlantic Region is home to one of the largest known contiguous 
distributions of deepwater coral ecosystems in the world. Unlike reef-building 
tropical corals, deepwater corals are found beyond the reach of sunlight and are 
adapted to the dark environment.  Relying on strong currents for food, they grow 
very slowly and are susceptible to damage.  In 1994, the Council designated the first 
deepwater coral protected area in the U.S. The Oculina Bank, named for the deepwater 
Oculina varicosa coral found there, is located off the east central coast of Florida with the 
protected area encompassing approximately 300 square miles.

In 2010, after working closely with its advisory panel members, including fishermen, 
scientists, and NGOs, the Council designated five deepwater coral areas as Coral 
Habitat Areas of Particular Concern to protect these habitats against potential 
impacts from bottom-tending fishing gear.  The designation creates the largest 
deepwater coral protected area off the Atlantic coast, encompassing over 23,000 
square miles (approximately the size of the State of West Virginia).

There’s an App for That!
Changes to fisheries management and subsequent regulation changes require the 
ability to quickly and effectively reach targeted audiences with fisheries information.  
The South Atlantic Fishery Management Council recognizes this need and supports 
the use of social media for outreach.  The Council held a Regional Social Media 
Workshop in partnership with the SC Sea Grant Consortium and is active on 
Facebook and Twitter.  Most recently. the Council developed a South Atlantic 
Fishing Regulations App for both Android and Apple platforms.  Learn more at 
www.safmc.net and download the SA Fishing Regs App today!Android Apple

SA Fishing Regulations
Mobile App


