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A Final Decision with Irreversible Consequences for Oculina Reefs

From Russell Moffitt <Russell. Moffitt@marine-conservation.org>
Date Thu 1/22/2026 7:57 PM
To  Kathleen Howington <Kathleen.Howington@safmc.net>

Dear members of the South Atlantic Fishery Council, Council staff, and advisory panels:

As the Council approaches a final decision regarding proposed changes to protections for the
Northern Oculina Habitat Area of Particular Concern, Marine Conservation Institute wishes to
convey the collective concerns of the scientific community regarding the potential
consequences of this action.

Attached below is a scientist sign-on letter, endorsed by more than 250 marine scientists and
related experts, summarizing decades of peer-reviewed research on the ecological importance,
vulnerability, and limited recovery potential of deep-sea Oculina coral reefs. The letter outlines
the scientific basis for opposing rock shrimp bottom trawling in close proximity to live Oculina
corals within the area designated as the Shrimp Fishery Access Area (SFAA) and urges the
Council to reject Coral Amendment 11 and Shrimp Amendment 12.

The signatories include:

* Members of the Council's Coral Advisory Panel, which has previously advised against
allowing trawling near live Oculina coral reefs;

« Internationally recognized marine conservation scientists, including Sylvia Earle, Rashid
Sumaila, and Callum Roberts;

» Marine scientists from Florida-based institutions and research laboratories, including
Florida Atlantic University and Florida State University;

o Researchers with direct, long-standing experience studying the structure, function, and
ecological role of the Oculina reef system; and

e Coral experts from around the world.

The scientific concern is not rooted in opposition to fishing broadly, but in the disproportionate
risk posed by reopening even a relatively small area (approximately 14 square nautical miles) to
bottom trawling adjacent to the last remaining intact Oculina reefs. As documented in the
Council's own analyses, the economic benefits of this action are uncertain, while the ecological
consequences would be irreversible.

While deep-sea Oculina corals may be unfamiliar outside scientific circles, they are foundational
to the ecosystems and fisheries they sustain. If a catastrophic event had destroyed 90% of the
Sistine Chapel ceiling, it would be unthinkable to sanction the loss of the remaining 10% of
Michelangelo’s masterpiece; the global response would be unequivocal outrage. The same
principle applies to the stewardship of irreplaceable marine ecosystems—when what remains is
both rare and irreplaceable, protection is not optional but imperative.
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At this late stage, the undersigned scientists respectfully urge the Council to apply the
precautionary principle and maintain existing protections by rejecting amendments that could
reasonably result in the loss of the final intact Oculina deep-sea coral reefs on Earth.

For the ocean,

Russell Moffitt
Director of Strategic Partnerships & Deep Sea Science and Policy Specialist
Marine Conservation Institute

HitH

Ms. Trish Murphey

Chair, South Atlantic Fishery Management Council
4055 Faber Place Drive, Suite 201

North Charleston, SC 29405

Mr. Andy Strelcheck

Southeast Regional Administrator, NOAA Fisheries
263 13th Avenue South

St. Petersburg, FL 33701

Scientist Opposition to Shrimp Trawling in the Proposed Shrimp Fishery Access Area
Adjacent to Oculina Deep-Sea Coral Reefs in the Oculina Habitat Area of Particular
Concern

Dear members of the South Atlantic Fisheries Management Council and NOAA Fisheries
Regional Administrator:

Understanding that your decision on opening a part of the northern Oculina Habitat of Particular
Concern (HAPC) to rock shrimp trawling is imminent, we the undersigned marine scientists
would be remiss if we didn’t remind the Council and NOAA Regional Administrator that:

» These deep-sea Oculina coral reefs are unique and occur nowhere else on this planet.
Partly for this reason, Oculina HAPC is the first deep-sea coral (i.e., set aside in 1984)
protected area in the world[1]. Oculina deep-sea corals have been designated by NOAA
as a “Species of Concern” since 1991[2]. And identified by the IUCN as a ‘Vulnerable”
species.

o The structure, function, and location of Oculina reefs have been extensively explored and
well documented by dozens of scientific papers. Intact reefs support healthy populations
of valuable game fish and thousands of other important species[3].

* Ninety percent of these reefs have been destroyed over the last 40-50 years by shrimp
trawling and other bottom fisheries, making this area proposed for opening part of the last
10% of such deep-sea Oculina coral reefs in existence[4].

» Deep-sea Oculina corals grow very slowly and require abundant nearby populations to
repopulate after damage. In most places where coral destruction has occurred over the
last 40-50 years, there has been very little recovery for both those reasons. If the last 10%
of corals are damaged by this proposed trawling, there will be no intact Oculina reefs on
the planet.

» To protect the remnant population of healthy deep-sea Oculina reefs, this particular area
being targeted for opening (Northern Oculina HAPC) has been closed to bottom trawling
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since 2014, more than 10 years[5].

» Borders of the Northern HAPC were defined using strong, valid marine science with a
sufficient buffer strip to keep nearby trawling safely away from the live corals.

» Trawling closer to the corals in the existing buffer strip, as these proposals would allow,
will likely result in damage to the corals from off-course trawls hitting corals 150-200 feet
down and from the sediment stirred up by bottom trawls that travels on currents
documented to flow from east to west over the corals —sediment that has been shown to
smother corals and impede reproduction[6].

o Bottom currents (tidal and upwelling) regularly travel from the east to the west over the
corals. These east-west currents were documented by bottom current meters over 289
days in the late 1970s. This is the only prolonged, scientifically valid measurement of
bottom currents in the area[7]. The Council and Habitat and Ecosystem Committee have
tried to ignore this data without providing other data to contradict it, at times resorting to
ChatGPT to support their arguments.

o The Coral Advisory Panel, tasked by the Council with advising on issues that impact
corals, has advised the Council that opening the Shrimp Fishery Access Area is likely to
hurt these corals and that a buffer strip of 1000 meters should separate live coral reefs
from bottom trawling. The proposals for Amendments 11 and 12 violate these principles|[8].

We, the undersigned scientists ask the Council to reject proposed Coral Amendment 11 and
proposed Shrimp Amendment 12 as harmful to this unique deep-sea coral reef formation. The
last 10% of this global treasure and the rich marine life it supports should not be sacrificed to
supply a tiny area for the rock shrimp fishery.

Sincerely,
We the undersigned scientists:

John Reed, Research Professor Emeritus

Lance Morgan, Marine Conservation Institute

Sylvia Earle, National Geographic/Mission Blue

Mark Hixon, University of Hawaii

Les Watling, Professor Emeritus, University of Hawaii at Manoa

James Moir, Indian RiverKeeper

Holly Bik, University of Georgia

Ines Habele, Florida Atlantic University & Ruder Boskovic Institute

Esther Guzman, Florida Atlantic University

Rashid Sumaila, Professor

Steve Ross, Research Professor

Edith Widder, CEO & Senior Scientist, Ocean Research & Conservation Assoc.
Richard Grant Gilmore, Jr., Harbor Branch Oceanographic Institution, retired
April Cook, Nova Southeastern University

Jon Moore, Florida Atlantic University

Callum Roberts, University of Exeter

Jonathan Day, University of Florida

Gary Meffe, University of Florida, Retired

Mark Perry, Executive Director & CEQ, Florida Oceanographic Society
David Shiffman

Patrick Halpin, Marine Geospatial Ecology Lab, Duke University

Sandra Brooke, Florida State University

Joshua Voss, Florida Atlantic University, Harbor Branch Oceanographic Institute
Aaron Adams, Florida Atlantic University

Thomas Guy, UTAS
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Mark Erdmann, Re:wild, California Academy of Sciences
Robert E. Espinoza, California State University, Northridge
David Ainley, Marine Ecologist

Tracy Ouellette

Jeb Byers, University of Georgia

Leta Dawson, CSU Northridge

Jaime Jahncke, Point Blue Conservation Science

Lisa DeBruyckere, Creative Resource Strategies, LLC
Amanda Vincent, The University of British Columbia & Project Seahorse
Mark Rauzon, Laney College

Gene Trapp, Calif. State University, Sacramento

Sarah Hameed, Marine Conservation Institute

Todd Steiner, Turtle Island Restoration Network

Liz Taylor, DOER Marine Operations

Dr Christine Hosking, University of Queensland

Geoffrey Patton, Retired marine biologist and toxicologist
Sarah Stewart, psychologist

Julia Horrocks

Erin Eastwood, Blue Spark Strategies, LLC

Dorinda G Dallmeyer, retired

Tatiana Becker, marine ecologist

Judith Weis, Rutgers University

Charles Wahle, NOAA retired

Dawn Wright, Oregon State University

Richard Ambrose, University of California, Los Angeles
Marianne Nyegaard

Alan Shanks, U. of Oregon, Oregon Inst of Marine Biology
Craig Young, University of Oregon

Megan Dethier, University of Washington

Tammy Robinons-Smythe, Stellenbosch University

Alan Whitfield, South African Institute for Aquatic Biodiversity
Graham Fulton, The University of Queensland & Murdoch University & Pacific Conservation
Biology

Eckart Schumann, Nelson Mandela University

Abigail Mary Moore, Hasanuddin University

Rowan Watt-Pringle,

Wendy Bollen

Nora Coyle

Sandra Hervias-Parejo, CFE-University of Coimbra

Joachim CLAUDET, CNRS

Alberto Baudena, National Research Council - Institute of Marine Sciences (CNR-ISMAR),
Lerici (SP), Italy

Charles Hall, Professor Emeritus. SUNY ESF

Renato Chemello, University of Palermo

Charles Hall, Professor Emeritus. SUNY ESF

Thibaut Bouveroux

Michael Weil3, Steinbeis Innovation Center, Organismal Mycology and Microbiology
Aldo Chircop, Professor of law

Kristina Skands Ydesen, Head biologist, North Sea Oceanarium, DK
Dennis Fritsch

Marie-Morgane Rouyer

Gudrun De Boeck, Professor

Bart Slootmaekers, University of Antwerp

Rémi Dupont, University of Antwerp
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Elke Herbots

Gary Falxa, Retired, US Fish and Wildlife Service

Silvia Martin Muhoz

Luiz Mestre, Universidade Federal do Parana - Brazil
Lauren Mullineaux, Woods Hole Oceanographic Institution
Lukas Novak, CNRS

Moses Ndugwa, Aquatic ecotoxicologist

Iris Balthazar, University of Antwerp

Peter J. Auster, University of Connecticut

Andrew Thaler, Blackbeard Biologic: Science and Environmental Advisors
Charlotte Johnston, Independent Consultant

Kim Tenggardjaja

John Hocevar, Greenpeace USA

Jay Pitocchelli, Saint Anselm College

Nadine Rijsdijk, Ghent University

Will McClintock, National Center for Ecological Analysis and Synthesis
Alex Aines, Marine Scientist, Oceana

Kimberly Warner, Oceana

Michael Rodway, Wildwing Environmental Research
Karen Crow, San Francisco State University

Geoffrey Shester, Oceana

Cynthia Wirth, Ball State University

Dimitri Van Pelt, Universiteit Antwerpen

Nora lves, Oceana

Catherine McFadden, Harvey Mudd College

Richard Brusca, University of Arizona

Michael Fanklin, California State University Northridge
Esther Guzman, Florida Atlantic University

Eduardo Inigo Elias, Grupo de Ecologia y Conservacion de Islas, A.C.
Rob McDowell, American Military University

Michael Hirshfield, Senior Advisor, Oceana

Tamara Frank, Nova Southeastern University

David Kerstetter, Nova Southeastern University

Rosanna Milligan, Nova Southeastern University

Tracey Sutton, uy Harvey Oceanographic Research Center, Nova Southeastern University
Beth Pike, Marine Conservation Institute

David Mellinger, Oregon State University

Megan Dalton, University of Manitoba

Sonia Rowley, University of Hawai'i at Manoa

Mary Yang, UCSD, UCB

Cynthia James

Oran Young, UC Santa Barbara

Thomas Shirley, Texas A&M Univ., Univ. of Alaska Fairbanks
Anupa Asokan, Fish On

Lorenzo Licata, The Earth

Anastasia Kucher

Michael Atkins, Retired marine biologist

Ivan Dieudegard

Fabian Ritter, Director of Science, M.E.E.R. e.V., Germany
Bénédicte Deliens

Sébastien AUBIN

Aleksandr Kharlamov

Richard Sherley, University of Exeter

Emilia Dyer, University of Exeter
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Ruth Thurstan, University of Exeter

Rhiannon Davies, Maldives Coral Institute

Flore Desessarts

Annabel Kemp

Rod Wilson, University of Exeter

Mike Allen, Exeter University & SeaGen

Siffreya Pedersen, University of Exeter

Mara Fischer, University of Exeter

Paige Robinson, University of Exeter

Alexis Perry, University of Exeter

James Van Tassell, American Museum of Natural History
James Hanken, Harvard University

Annette Broderick, University of Exeter, UK

Chelsea Rankin Rankin, California State University Fullerton
Sarah Nelms, University of Exeter

Dewi Ford, University of Exeter

Ben Parker, University of Exeter

Laura Wilson, Marine Resources Council

Tara Williams, University of Exeter

Lucia Arango Torres

Brittany McWhorter, Gulf of Mexico Environmental Program Coordinator
David Ross Robertson, Smithsonian Tropical Research Institute
Alizia Rhodes, Faculty, Midland College

Anahy Garza

Anja Schulze, Texas A&M University at Galveston

Daniel Kemp, Texas A&M University Galveston
Jacquelyn Cresswell

Lauren Kinzy, Graduate Student

Graciela Lubertino, Consultant

Brooke Creech, Texas A&M University at Galveston
Chase Lawson, Texas A&M University at Galveston
Miranda Schwartz, Texas A&M University- Galveston
Brooke Torjman

Bryan Gahn, Texas A&M

Jamie Steichen

Asif Mortuza, Texas A&M University

Jonathan Day, University of Florida

Lauren Dedong, Texas A&M University

Sarah Kopczynski, Marine chemist

Samantha Blaine

Steve Smith

Judith Lang, AGRRA

Juan E. Bezaury-Creel, Fundacion BDM BioDiversidad Mexicana
Ken Lindeman, Coastal Science & Policy, Inc.

Judith Weis, Rutgers University

Simon Drabbe

Michelle Casey

Ross Brown, University of Exeter

WILLIAM LOFTUS, Aquatic Research & Communication, LLC
Nicolas Ledesma-Lubertino

Mitchell Roffer, Retired fisheries oceanographer

David Snyder, CSA Ocean Sciences (retired)

Romane Lahille

Ansley Levine, Texas A&M University at Galveston
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Sancha Conway Holroyd, PhD Researcher

Philip Whittington, Retired Ornithologist

Michaela Rogers

Brian Kennedy, Tufts University

Kianna Pattengale, Texas A&M University

Bryna Sims

Caroline Mallard, Texas A&M University

Steve Murray, CSU Fullerton

Sarah Hughes, ex-National Oceanography Centre, Southampton, UK
Sarah Shoemaker

Matthew Craffey, University of Toronto Mississauga

Erik Thuesen, Evergreen State College

Sandra Hervias-Parejo, CFE-University of Coimbra

Mark Harvey, Professor, UNC Asheville

Alex Driedger, ProtectedSeas

David Mellinger, Oregon State University

ANGEL OROZCO RODRIGUEZ, INBIOMAR

Derek Sowers, University of New Hampshire

Tracy Oue

Gary Davis, Retired research scientist

Elizabeth A Schreiber, retired marine ornithologist

Lucélia Donatti, Federal University of Parana

Lynn Sorrentino, Former IUCN

Jon Witman, Brown University

Leslie Roberson, University of Queensland

Brian N. Tissot, Cal Poly Humboldt State University

Bianca Pierre-Louis

Clive Jones, Ecologist, Emeritus Senior Scientist, Cary Institute of Ecosystem Studies
Craig Johnson, Institute for Marine & Antarctic Studies

Mary Goodkind

Lori Beraha

Laurence McCook, James Cook University

Frazer McGilvray

Andrew Laughlin, UNC Asheville

Elise F Hazzard Bosha - Hazzard, RN - APRN (r)

Lorena Clamont, University of Houston

Julia Sigwart, Senckenberg Research Institute and Museum Frankfurt
Jerry Kooyman

Torben Riehl, Senckenberg Research Institute and Natural History Museum Frankurt
Stephanie Ordonez Sanchez, University of Strathclyde

Melissa Pollard, SAIAB/NMU

Ola Kalen, Oceanographer

Eckart Schumann, Nelson Mandela University

Ariane Buckenmeyer, ScilLifeLab/KTH Royal Inst. of Technology
Isabel Garcia Bardn, AZTI oFundation

Fabian Ritter, Director of Research, M.E.E.R. e.V., Berlin, Germany
Madhu Karmalkar, Scuba Diving Instructor

Todd Kleperis, Ocean Council for technology to protect the ocean
Stuart Pimm, Duke University

Tess Geers

Koen Sabbe, Ghent University, Belgium

Yosquin Gilbos

Vera Teles

Sarah Carr, OCTO (Open Communications for the Ocean)
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Michelle Macy

Fabio Blanco, Stazione Zoologica Anton Dohrn
BO WEN, Ocean Communications

Jessica MacCarthy, Marine Conservation Institute
Douglas Rhein, UNC Asheville

Charlotte Havermans, University of Bremen
Maria lzurieta, Texas A&M

Ebru Unal, Mystic Aquarium

Janet Kubler, California State University Northridge
Nikki Shintaku, Texas A&M University - Galveston
Kayla Hawn, Tamu

Guillermo Ortufio Crespo, IUCN WCPA

Priya Shukla, Strategic Earth Consulting

Marjo Suominen, University of Helsinki

Jeffrey Drazen, University of Hawaii

Claire Sydeman

Katie O'Donnell, WILDCOAST
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[8] South Atlantic Fishery Management Council. Coral and Deepwater Shrimp Advisory Panels
Meeting Minutes, November 10, 2020, pgs 61-62 in Amendment 10 to the Coral, Coral Reefs,
and Live/Hardbottom Habitats FMP of the South Atlantic Region Environmental Assessment,
Regulatory Flexibility Act Analysis, and Regulatory Impact Review, November 2021.
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[9] Technically the amendments are titled, Amendment 11 to the Fishery Management Plan for
Coral, Coral Reefs, and Live / Hard Bottom Habitats of the South Atlantic and Amendment 12 to
the Fishery Management Plan for the Shrimp Fishery of the South Atlantic

Region. https://safmc.net/documents/hec_sc_ailb_c11_s12_draftamendment 202512/

[10] Discussion of historical usage of the area inside the HAPC boundary proposed to be
opened to rock shrimp bottom trawling in Amendment 10 to the Coral, Coral Reefs, and
Live/Hardbottom Habitats FMP of the South Atlantic Region Environmental Assessment,
Regulatory Flexibility Act Analysis, and Regulatory Impact Review, November 2021.pg 53.
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