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FEB 28 2011

Mr. Robert Mahood

Executive Director

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

North Charles;)n, SC 29405

Dear Mr-Msahood:

NOAA’s National Marine Fisheries Service, Southeast Regional Office (SER), has reviewed the
Fishery Ecosystem Plan of the South Atlantic Region (FEP) and other material provided by staff
of the South Atlantic Fishery Management Council (Council) to support the five-year review of
the Council’s essential fish habitat (EFH) designations. The regulations implementing the
Magnuson-Stevens Fishery Conservation and Management Act require the EFH components of
Fishery Management Plans (FMP) to be reviewed no less often than every five years to
determine if those components require revision or amendment. By letter dated June 9, 2009,
SER provided the Council with guidance on the substantive requirements of this review and
noted that the FEP and related Comprehensive Ecosystem-Based Amendments provided a
framework for completing the review. In that letter, SER noted that while development of the
FEP was influenced by the emerging requirements and guidance for EFH five-year reviews, the
FEP reflects Council goals and needs that are separate from (but not in conflict with) the EFH
five-year review.

EFH Five-year Review Process

Volume 1 of the FEP documents the process used for developing the FEP. The FEP is based on
the Council’s Habitat Plan for the South Atlantic Region, which was completed in 1998 and is
the technical support document upon which the current EFH designations are based (with the
exception of dolphin and wahoo, whose EFH designations occurred after release of the Habitat
Plan for the South Atlantic Region and comprehensive EFH amendment). Approximately 30
technical work groups contributed to development of the FEP by adopting relevant sections of
the Habitat Plan for the South Atlantic Region and the Dolphin/Wahoo FMP after carefully
reviewing those sections, revising and updating those sections as needed, and developing new
sections for the FEP. Collectively, the technical work groups included over 100 staff from
federal, state, and local agencies; universities, research institutions, and non-governmental
organizations. This team included staff from SER, the Southeast Fisheries Science Center, and




the NOAA Center for Coastal and Ocean Science. The FEP and its recommendations were
reviewed during 10 public hearings across four states from March 2008 to February 2009 along
with Comprehensive Ecosystem-Based Amendment 1 and the scoping for Comprehensive
Ecosystem-Based Amendment 2.

Volume II of the FEP describes the principal aquatic habitats within the Atlantic Southeastern
U.S.; federally managed and state managed fishery species within the Atlantic Southeastern U.S.;
the ecological functions of the habitats with respect to the fishery species; and the status of each
fishery, noting species such as red drum that no longer are managed under federal FMPs and
species such as dolphin and wahoo whose EFH designations occurred after release of the Habitat
Plan for the South Atlantic Region and comprehensive EFH amendment. Volume III provides
socioeconomic descriptions of individual fishing communities and fisheries managed by the
Council. Volume IV reviews non-fishing threats to the habitats that support fisheries, state
programs to protect fishery habitat, current designations of EFH and Habitat Areas of Particular
Concern (HAPC), and how the current EFH and HAPC designations are represented in spatial
datasets served from the Council’s website. Volume IV of the FEP also describes the gears used
within each fishery and the effects of those gears on habitat.

Results of the EFH Five-year Review

Based on the new information in the FEP and comments received during its development,
Council staff and stakeholders recommended three changes to EFH and HAPC designations.
These changes are being pursued through Comprehensive Ecosystem-Based Amendment 2,
which is currently undergoing public hearings. These recommended changes are:

e Develop HAPC designations for golden tilefish and blueline tilefish. These designations
are needed because the current HAPC designation for the snapper/grouper complex
focuses on hardbottom habitat. While such a focus is appropriate for most species in the
complex, it is not relevant for tilefish due to differences in their life history relative to
other species managed under the FMP for snapper and grouper. New information
developed by the Southeast Fisheries Science Center, South Carolina Department of
Natural Resources, and others indicate the importance of habitats in addition to
hardbottoms where tilefish concentrate and appear to experience relatively high rates of
survivorship and growth.

e Designate EFH for sargassum. The current FMP for sargassum lacks an EFH designation
as required by the Magnuson-Stevens Act. Relatively little is known about the ecological
requirements of sargassum, hence the EFH designation that is being pursued is based on
Level 1 (i.e., presence/absence) information as required by the EFH regulations when
information is lacking.

e Co-designate coral-HAPCs that became effective July 2010 as EFH-HAPCs. This co-
designation is based on the ecological importance and susceptibility to human-induced
disturbance of the deepwater coral communities within the coral-HAPCs and is consistent
with how the Oculina Banks off the Florida coast, which were coral-HAPCs prior to
passage of the EFH provisions of the Magnuson-Stevens Act, were treated once the EFH
provisions of the Magnuson-Stevens Act were in place.

While these changes are being pursued through Comprehensive Ecosystem-Based Amendment
2, the outcome of that process is yet to be determined and will require further Council action
informed by the public hearings and other coordination. SER will continue to work with the



Council to examine comments received during the public hearings and to evaluate the value of
moving forward with amendments that effect these changes.

In addition to the abbve changes to EFH and HAPC designations, other actions recommended by
Council staff and stakeholders based on development of the FEP include preparation of a
guidance document that facilitates communication of existing EFH and HAPC designations. For
example, the existing HAPC designation for penaeid shrimp lists “state designated nursery
areas” but does not list the individual nursery areas. Development of a complete list has been
recommended and is under development by Council and SER staff. The guidance document
does not require formal public review since it does not change existing designations. The
guidance document will be reviewed by the Council’s Habitat and Environmental Protection
Advisory Panel.

Conclusions and Recommendations for the Next Five Years
The Council’s current five-year review of its EFH information is complete. The next
comprehensive periodic review should be completed no later than December 2016. While SER
recognizes that integrating development of the FEP and conducting the EFH five-year review
was efficient for the Council, this integration reduced the tractability of the EFH five-year review
because the review was part of the broader FEP effort. Accordingly, SER recommends the
Council work with SER during 2011 to develop a process for the next EFH five-year review
within staffing and funding constraints. In preparation for that review, SER recommends the
Council address several administrative gaps in its EFH program. The enclosed table, based on
the EFH regulations, identifies required and recommended components of FMPs with respect to
EFH. This information can be used to prioritize those gaps for future refinement of EFH
designations. SER also recommends the Council develop a set of review papers that focus on the
EFH requirements of managed fisheries in a manner similar to the EFH source documents
developed by the Northeast Fisheries Science Center. SER believes this approach would bolster
the Council’s EFH designations and their value in management decisions by:

e More explicitly describing habitat use by life stage for managed species.

e More explicitly using the EFH information levels framework in describing EFH.

e Refining the current spatial depictions of EFH to reflect best available data.

The partnership between the Council and SER for promoting the protection, conservation, and
enhancement of EFH within the South Atlantic is an important component of conserving and
managing fisheries under the Magnuson-Stevens Act. SER greatly appreciates the efforts by the
Council and its staff to complete the five-year review of the information used to identify and
designate EFH.

Sincerely,

¢ Ut

y E. Crabtree, Ph.D.
egional Administrator

Enclosure



cc:
F/SER4- Croom, Wilber, Dale
F/HC-Bigford
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