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Notice of Final Rule for Reef Fish Amendment 18A, Including Requirements for  
Vessel Monitoring Systems, Sea Turtle Release Gear, and Permit Applications   

Small Entity Compliance Guide 
 

NOAA Fisheries Service has published a final rule in 
the Federal Register implementing the approved 
regulatory actions in Amendment 18A to the Fishery 
Management Plan for the Reef Fish Resources of the 
Gulf of Mexico (FMP).  The final rule is effective 
September 8, 2006, with the exception of the vessel 
monitoring system (VMS) requirements, which 
become effective December 7, 2006 (71 FR 45428). 
 
The final rule will resolve several issues related to 
monitoring and enforcement of existing reef fish 
regulations.  Measures include: 

 
(1)  Require a NOAA Fisheries Service approved 

VMS on board vessels with federal commercial 
permits for Gulf reef fish, including charter 
vessels/headboats that also have a commercial reef 
fish permit (VMS would be required 120 days after 
the final rule is published);  

(2) prohibit vessels from retaining reef fish 
caught under the recreational size and bag/possession 
limits when commercial quantities of Gulf reef fish 
are onboard;  

(3) adjust the maximum crew size onboard a 
vessel issued a certificate of inspection (COI) when 
the vessel has both commercial reef fish and charter 
vessel/headboat permits to the minimum crew size 
under the COI when the vessel is fishing 
commercially for more than 12 hours;  

(4) prohibit the use of Gulf of Mexico reef fish, 
except sand perch or dwarf sand perch, as bait in any 
commercial or recreational fishery in the exclusive 
economic zone of the Gulf of Mexico, with a limited 
exception for crustacean trap fisheries;  

(5) require owners and operators of vessels with 
Gulf of Mexico reef fish commercial or charter 
vessel/headboat permits to comply with sea turtle and 

smalltooth sawfish release protocols, possess on 
board specific gear to ensure proper release of such 
species, and comply with guidelines for proper care 
and release of incidentally caught smalltooth sawfish 
and sea turtles; 

(6) revise the total allowable catch framework 
procedure to reflect current practices and 
terminology; and 

(7) change the permit application process for all 
permits to an annual procedure, as well as simplify 
the income qualification documentation requirements 
for fisheries having income criteria.    
 
Answers to frequently asked questions on VMS and 
endangered sea turtle and smalltooth sawfish release 
protocols can be found on the Southeast Regional 
Office’s Web page at http://sero.nmfs.noaa.gov.  
Fishermen required to have VMS units on their 
vessels will receive letters from the Office for Law 
Enforcement (OLE), Southeast Region with 
information on VMS units, specifications, and 
reporting requirements.   For specific questions on 
VMS, OLE can be contacted at (800) 758-4833. 
 
This bulletin serves as a Small Entity Compliance 
Guide and complies with section 212 of the Small 
Business Regulatory Fairness Enforcement Act of 
1996.  Any discrepancies between this document and 
the rule as published in the Federal Register will be 
resolved in favor of the Federal Register. 
 
The National Oceanic and Atmospheric 
Administration, an agency of the U.S. Commerce 
Department, is dedicated to enhancing economic 
security and national safety through the prediction 
and research of weather and climate-related events 
and information service delivery for transportation, 



and by providing environmental stewardship of our 
nation's coastal and marine resources. 
In 2007, NOAA celebrates 200 years of science and 
service to the nation.  From the establishment of the 
U.S. Coast and Geodetic Survey in 1807 to the 
formation of the Weather Bureau and the Bureau of 
Commercial Fisheries in the 1870s, much of 

America's scientific heritage is rooted in these early 
agencies that became one under NOAA in 1970. 
Through the emerging Global Earth Observation 
System of Systems, NOAA is working with its 
federal partners and nearly 60 countries to develop a 
global monitoring network that is as integrated as the 
planet it observes. 

 


