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The South Atlantic Fishery Management Council will hold a webinar meeting to consider approval of Coral Amendment 11/Shrimp Amendment 12. The meeting will be held from 10:00 a.m. to 12:00 p.m. on Friday, January 23rd, 2026.
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1/17/2026 First Name: Sandra
Last Name: Brooke
Email: sbrooke@fsu.edu

City: Crawfordville
State: Florida

Other Comments on Coral Amendment 11/Shrimp Amendment 12 to the Fishery Management
Plan for Coral, Coral Reefs and Live Hard Bottom Habitat of the South Atlantic Region
Sandra Brooke PhD. Coral Ecologist
SAFMC Coral AP Vice-Chair January 17, 2026

Coral Amendment 11/Shrimp Amendment 12 proposes to establish a shrimp fishery access area (SFAA) along the eastern boundary of the Northern Extension of the 
Oculina Bank Habitat Area of Particular Concern (OHAPC). The purpose of the proposed action is to help achieve optimum yield in the rock shrimp fishery within the 
SAFMC region by allowing permit holders within the industry access to currently protected areas of the OHAPC.

Rock shrimp are harvested using bottom trawls, which comprise heavy doors and chains that drag across the seafloor. Industrial bottom trawling is arguably the single 
greatest cause of physical damage to deep coral and sponge communities globally, reducing large tracts of complex reef habitat to rubble. Deep coral reefs develop slowly 
and are thousands of years old, so recovery from physical impact will take many years, if it happens at all. Rock shrimp trawling has caused extensive and well-documented 
damage to the Oculina Banks (Koenig 2001, Reed 2002, Koenig et al 2005, Reed et al. 2007), and despite restoration efforts, the reefs have not recovered (Brooke et al 
2006, Harter et al 2019).

In addition to the direct physical impact, the doors and chains of bottom trawl gear dragging along the seafloor cause sediment resuspension. The amount and type of 
sediment, it’s persistence in the water column and its dispersal distance are dependent on a number of factors (e.g. grain size, current speed) that are specific to each 
location. Palanques et al. (2001) documented a 3-fold increase in the amount of suspended sediment that lasted for up to 5 days after trawling on a soft-sediment 
continental shelf in the Mediterranean. The OHAPC sediment is dominated by coral rubble and sand near the reefs but has a higher percentage of silt and clay further from 
the coral areas (Scanlon et al 1999). The smaller (silt and clay) particles remain in suspension longer than the heavier elements and therefore can be carried further from 
the source of disturbance (e.g. bottom tending fishing gear). The Gulf Stream drives the hydrodynamic regime in the OHAPC, creating strong currents that can potentially 
transport sediments significant distances. The prevailing current in the OHAPC is northerly, but current reversals are possible at depth (pers. obs.), and periodic gyres and 
upwelling events create significant cross-shelf flow (Smith 1983). These complex 
interactions create an unpredictable current regime within the OHAPC.

Corals and other suspension or filter feeders have delicate feeding mechanisms that can become clogged by sediment, or in severe cases, sediments can bury deep reef 
communities and cause stress or mortality (Brooke et al 2009). Corals shed sediment by producing mucus which is energetically costly. In an area of repeated disturbance 
(such as a commercial trawling area), the chronic cost of removing sediment could impact community health and resilience. The early life history stages of many benthic 
invertebrates are planktonic and use fine cilia and appendages for feeding and swimming. If sediment load is high during spawning periods, larval cohorts may be 
compromised, which has a long-term effect on community resilience (Jones et al 2015).

The proposed alternatives 2 and 3 would open historical rock shrimp fishing areas, which represent a very small percentage (1.8%) of past fishing activity (SAFMC Coral 
Amendment 10 Environmental Assessment report) and remove most of the slim buffer that currently exists between the high relief coral mounds and the OHAPC eastern 
boundary. Surface currents are frequently as fast as 2 meters/second (120 m/min) over the OHAPC. Cross-shelf bottom currents are weaker, but even at half this speed (1 
m/s), and with the current boundaries in place, sediment from trawling could be transported to the mounds within minutes. Removing the boundaries exposes the corals 
to almost immediate sediment load from bottom trawling prosecuted along the edge of the proposed fishing access area. The high relief mounds do not simply stop at the 
base; they often have areas of low relief coral communities that gradually taper off into soft sediment. Detailed maps of this area 
would provide more information on low relief structures, but in their absence, these habitat 
delineations are unknown. The existing OHAPC boundaries provide some measure of protection against physical impact and sedimentation. Given the strong unpredictable 
currents in the region, it is possible (or likely) that fishing gear will sometimes be carried off the planned trawling lines. If the buffer area is removed by the proposed 
amendment, trawl gear could impact the periphery of the coral mounds and damage low relief habitat. Since the VMS systems track the vessel, the fishing gear could 
intrude into the protected area boundary without alerting law enforcement. In summary, proposed Alternatives 2 and 3 both substantially increase the risk of direct and 
indirect damage to ecologically important habitat.

One of the basic tenets of the Magnusen-Stevens Act is the precautionary principle, which seeks to prevent degradation of resources and facilitate their restoration. A 
review of best practices for managing fishery impacts to deep coral ecosystems highlighted protection of vulnerable habitat to bottom tending gear (Hourigan 2009). The 
OHAPC boundaries were expanded by the SAFMC in 2001, in consultation with stakeholder groups, to protect existing areas of Oculina habitat, which had been decimated 
elsewhere. Moving the fishing access areas to effectively about the coral habitat violates the precautionary approach, and reverses existing protections, without 
significantly increasing economic benefit to the Rock Shrimp fishers.

In 2022 the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration disapproved the SAFMC recommendation for Coral Amendment 10, which had the same goal as Coral 
Amendment 11/Shrimp Amendment 12 – to remove protections for the Oculina Banks by reducing the shrimp fishery buffer zone. The NOAA grounds for disapproval are 
below

“If a Council FMP or amendment is disapproved based on inconsistencies with the Magnuson-Stevens Act or other applicable law, section 304(a)(3) of the Magnuson-
Stevens Act requires the Secretary to recommend actions the Council could take to conform the amendment to the relevant legal requirements. Section 304(a)(4) of the 
Magnuson-Stevens Act provides Councils the opportunity to revise and submit revised amendments for Secretarial review after addressing the relevant legal 
requirements. As discussed above, to conform Coral Amendment 10 to the requirements of applicable law, the Council must adequately address through more robust 
analyses (1) how the proposed action 
minimizes to the extent practicable the adverse effects of fishing on EFH, as required by Section 303(a)(7) of the Magnuson-Stevens Act, and is consistent with the goals 
and objectives of the Coral FMP, specifically in regards to protection of EFH; and (2) how the proposed action minimizes bycatch to the extent practicable and, to the 
extent bycatch cannot be avoided, minimizes the mortality of such bycatch, as required by 
National Standard 9 of the Magnuson-Stevens Act”.

The SAFMC and shrimp industry has not addressed the reasons for the prior disapproval so there has clearly been no good faith effort to justify the proposed 
Amendments. There is no evidence that the shrimp industry will benefit from this measure, which will potentially create detrimental impacts on coral colonies in the 
marginal areas that often occur adjacent to the main coral mounds.

I ask that the Council consider accepting Alternative 1 (no action) of Coral Amendment 11/ Shrimp Amendment 12, leaving the OHAPC protected area intact
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1/21/2026 First Name: Gail
Last Name: Ladd
Email: gkladd48@gmail.com

City: Jupiter
State: Florida

Private 
Recreational, 
Other

I approve of Alternative 1 (No Action). There
are no shrimp fishery access
areas within the Oculina Bank
Habitat Area of Particular
Concern.  Any shrimp trawling or fishing will destroy crucial habitat.

1/21/2026 First Name: C. Elaine 
Last Name: Giessel
Email: 

City: 
State: Colorado

Other As a marine ecologist, I served on the Gulf of Mexico FMC's habitat advisory committee while a resident of south Texas. I know how damaging shrimp trawling can be to 
benthic communities in general. The Oculina reefs are especially vulnerable and should not be exposed to shrimp trawling. We are losing our coral reefs worldwide and 
need to protect our "homegrown" varieties which contribute to the diversity of local marine ecosystems.

1/22/2026 First Name: Sarah 
Last Name: U 
Email: 

City: Fort Pierce 
State: Florida

Other Comment regarding Coral Amendment 11/Shrimp Amendment 12
I am deeply concerned about the conflicts of interest for members of the council in regard to shrimp trawling and preservation of the Oculina coral reef. Opening this area 
up to trawling will destroy this last bit of Oculina reef and once it is gone it’s gone. I encourage the council to preserve this area from the devastating effects of trawling 
and protect the Oculina reef for the generations to come.  Your vote will leave a lasting legacy, whether that is positive or negative is up to you. Thank you. 

1/22/2026 First Name: Miranda
Last Name: McClanahan 
Email: mirandak1999@gmail.com

City: Okeechobee
State: Florida

Other Once again you are attempting to call to open a delicate ecosystem for financial gain. The oculina reef must be preserved. That is your job. You job is not to bend to the 
will of those with a purely financial motivation. Protecting the reef will protect countless other species that we benefit from greatly. Please do what is right and scientific 
before you make a decision that will impact future generations.

1/22/2026 First Name: James
Last Name: Moir
Email: indianriverkeeperfl@gmail.
com

City: Stuart
State: Florida

Non-Govt Org 
(NGO)

I've sent a word document testimony to Administrator@safmc.net.  Thank you for your attention.

1/22/2026 First Name: Neriah
Last Name: Nicholas
Email: nnicholas@fau.edu

City: Fort Pierce 
State: Florida

Other To whom it may concern,
My name is Neriah Nicholas, I am affiliated with the Florida Atlantic University- Harbor Branch Oceanographic Institution. I am against allowing for fishing or trawling 
within this vital marine ecosystem. Destruction of the Oculina coral which has been largely reduced from its former state, would mean the loss of habitat for various 
species of marine animals. It must be understood that even though there is reliance upon these reefs for the livelihood many people, we will be largely left with nothing 
once they are all destroyed. It is crucial to continue to protect these habitats and the wild stock shrimp populations. 

1/23/2026 First Name: Haley
Last Name: Stephens
Email: haleywstephens@gmail.com

City: Ponce Inlet
State: Florida

Private 
Recreational, For-
Hire

January 22nd, 2026

Dear Council Members,

My name is Haley Stephens, and thank you for giving me the opportunity to share thoughts on Coral Amendment 11/ Shrimp Amendment 12 on behalf of shrimp industry 
members fishing off Northeast Florida.

The rock shrimp fishery here is more than just a fishery — it's a way of life. It supports families who have worked on the water for generations and who care deeply about 
doing things the right way. These fishermen aren't just thinking about today's catch.
They're thinking about the future for their families, their communities, small businesses, and the ocean itself. No one has more at stake in the long-term health of this 
fishery than the people who earn their livelihoods from it.

Taking care of sensitive coral habitat, especially the Oculina Bank, has always been part of how these fishermen operate. They know that healthy habitats supports healthy 
shrimp, and without that balance, the fishery simply can't continue. On a practical level, shrimpers naturally avoid bottom structures that could damage their nets, 
because that means lost time, lost income, and costly repairs. Over years of experience, they've learned how to fish carefully, keeping a safe distance from coral habitat. 
Beyond what's required, the fleet also maintains its own margin of safety out of respect for the resource.
For these reasons, I support Alternative 2 in Coral Amendment 11 / Shrimp Amendment 12.  This option reflects boundaries that were developed with direct input from 
fishermen working alongside Council staff. It adds extra protection for the Oculina Bank while restoring access for these fishermen back into areas that have long been an 
important part of this fishery and local economy.

The closure put in place in 2013 has had lasting impacts on small fishing families, seafood businesses, and local markets - impacts that many are still feeling today. The 
experience and knowledge shared by the fishing community show that this option offers a fair and thoughtful way forward. It helps fishing families stay afloat, supports 
working waterfronts, and continues to protect the Oculina coral habitat for the future.
Thank you for taking the time to listen and for the care you bring to these decisions.

Your willingness to hear directly from the people on the water means more than you may realize.
Sincerely,
Haley Stephens
Sea Spirit Fishing
Ponce Inlet, FL




