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Appendix I.  Essential Fish Habitat and Move to Ecosystem Based Management 
 
South Atlantic Fishery Management Council Habitat Conservation, Ecosystem 
Coordination and Collaboration 
 

 

The Council, using the Essential Fish Habitat Plan as the cornerstone, adopted a strategy to facilitate the 

move to an ecosystem-based approach to fisheries management in the region. This approach required a 

greater understanding of the South Atlantic ecosystem and the complex relationships among humans, 

marine life and the environment including essential fish habitat. To accomplish this, a process was 

undertaken to facilitate the evolution of the Habitat Plan into a Fishery Ecosystem Plan (FEP), thereby 

providing more comprehensive understanding of the biological, social and economic impacts of 

management necessary to initiate the transition from single species management to ecosystem-based 

management in the region. 

 
Moving to Ecosystem-Based Management 
The Council adopted broad goals for Ecosystem-Based Management to include maintaining or improving 
ecosystem structure and function; maintain or improving economic, social and cultural benefits from 
resources; and maintaining or improving biological, economic and cultural diversity. Development of a 

regional FEP (SAFMC 2009a) provided an opportunity to expand scope of the original Council Habitat 
Plan and compile and review available habitat, biological, social, and economic fishery and resource 
information for fisheries in the South Atlantic ecosystem. The South Atlantic Council views habitat 

conservation at the core of the move to EBM in the region. Therefore, development of the FEP was a 
natural next step in the evolution and expands and significantly updates the SAFMC Habitat Plan (SAFMC 
1998c) incorporating comprehensive details of all managed species (SAFMC, South Atlantic States, 

ASMFC, and NOAA Fisheries Highly Migratory Species and Protected Species) including their biology, 
food web dynamics, and economic and social characteristics of the fisheries and habitats essential to their 
survival. The FEP therefore serves as a source document and presents more complete and detailed 

information describing the South Atlantic ecosystem and the impact of the fisheries on the environment. 
This FEP updates information on designated Essential Fish Habitat (EFH) and EFH-Habitat Areas of 
Particular Concern; expands descriptions of biology and status of managed species; presents information 

that will support ecosystem considerations for managed species; and describes the social and economic 
characteristics of the fisheries in the region. In addition, it expands the discussion and description of 
existing research programs and needs to identify biological, social, and economic research needed to fully 

address ecosystem-based management in the region. In is anticipated that the FEP will provide a greater 
degree of guidance by fishery, habitat, or major ecosystem consideration of bycatch reduction, prey-
predator interactions, maintaining biodiversity, and spatial management needs. This FEP serves as a living 

source document of biological, economic, and social information for all Fishery Management Plans (FMP). 
Future Environmental Assessments and Environmental Impact Statements associated with subsequent 
amendments to Council FMPs will draw from or cite by reference the FEP. 

 
The Fishery Ecosystem Plan for the South Atlantic Region encompasses the following volume structure: 

FEP Volume I - Introduction and Overview of FEP for the South Atlantic Region 

FEP Volume II - South Atlantic Habitats and Species 

FEP Volume III - South Atlantic Human and Institutional Environment 

FEP Volume IV - Threats to South Atlantic Ecosystem and Recommendations 
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FEP Volume V - South Atlantic Research Programs and Data Needs 

FEP Volume VI - References and Appendices 

 
Comprehensive Ecosystem-Based Amendment (CE-BA) 1 (SAFMC 2009b) is supported by this FEP and 

updates EFH and EFH-HAPC information and addresses the Final EFH Rule (e.g., GIS presented for all 

EFH and EFH-HAPCs). Management actions implemented in the CE-BA establish deepwater Coral 

HAPCs to protect what is thought to be the largest continuous distribution (>23,000 square miles) of 

pristine, deepwater coral ecosystems in the world. 

 

The Fishery Ecosystem Plan, slated to be revised every 5 years will again be the vehicle to update and 

refine information supporting designation and future review of EFH and EFH-HAPCs for managed 

species. Planning for the update is being conducted in cooperation with the Habitat Advisory Panel 

during the fall and winter of 2013 with initiation during 2014.   

 
Ecosystem Approach to Deepwater Ecosystem Management 
The South Atlantic Council manages coral, coral reefs and live/hard bottom habitat, including deepwater 

corals, through the Fishery Management Plan for Coral, Coral Reefs and Live/Hard Bottom Habitat of the 
South Atlantic Region (Coral FMP). Mechanisms exist in the FMP, as amended, to further protect 
deepwater coral and live/hard bottom habitats. The SAFMC’s Habitat and Environmental Protection 

Advisory Panel and Coral Advisory Panel have supported proactive efforts to identify and protect 
deepwater coral ecosystems in the South Atlantic region. Management actions in Comprehensive 
Ecosystem-Based Amendment (CE-BA 1) (SAFMC 2009b) established deepwater coral HAPCs (C- 

HAPCs) to protect what is thought to be the largest continuous distribution (>23,000 square miles) of 
pristine deepwater coral ecosystems in the world. In addition, CE-BA 1 established areas within the 
CHAPC, which provide for traditional fishing in limited areas, which do not impact deepwater coral 

habitat. CE-BA 1, supported by the FEP, also addresses non-regulatory updates for existing EFH and EFH- 
HAPC information and addresses the spatial requirements of the Final EFH Rule (i.e., GIS presented for all 
EFH and EFH-HAPCs). Actions in this amendment include modifications in the management of the 

following: octocorals; special management zones (SMZs) off the coast of South Carolina; and sea turtle 
release gear requirements for snapper grouper fishermen. The amendment also designates essential fish 
habitat (EFH) and EFH-Habitat Areas of Particular Concern (EFH-HAPCs).  

 
CE-BA 2 established annual catch limits (ACL) for octocorals in the South Atlantic as well as modifying 
the Fishery Management Unit (FMU) for octocorals to remove octocorals off the coast of Florida from the 

FMU. The amendment also limits the possession of managed species in the SMZs off of South Carolina to 
the recreational bag limit for snapper grouper and coastal migratory pelagic species; modifies sea turtle 
release gear requirements for the snapper grouper fishery based upon freeboard height of vessels; amends 

Council fishery management plans (FMPs) to designate or modify EFH and EFH-HAPCs, including the 
FMP for Pelagic Sargassum Habitat; the Coral FMP to designate EFH for deepwater Coral HAPCs 
designated under CE-BA 1; and the Snapper Grouper FMP to designate EFH-HAPCs for golden and 

blueline tilefish and the deepwater Marine Protected Areas. The final rule was published in the federal 
register on December 30, 2011, and regulations became effective on January 30, 2012. 

 
Building from a Habitat to an Ecosystem Network to Support the Evolution 
Starting with our Habitat and Environmental Protection Advisory Panel, the Council expanded and 
fostered a comprehensive Habitat network in our region to develop the Habitat Plan of the South 
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Atlantic Region completed in 1998 to support the EFH rule. Building on the core regional 

collaborations, the Council facilitated an expansion to a Habitat and Ecosystem network to support the 

development of the FEP and CE-BA as well as coordinate with partners on other regional efforts. 

 
Integrated Ocean Observing System (IOOS) and Southeast Coastal and Ocean Observing Regional 
Association (SECOORA) 
The Integrated Ocean Observing System (IOOS®) is a partnership among federal, regional, academic 

and private sector parties that works to provide new tools and forecasts to improve safety, enhance 

the economy, and protect our environment.  IOOS supplies critical information about our Nation’s 

oceans, coasts, and Great Lakes. Scientists working to understand climate change, governments 

adapting to changes in the Arctic, municipalities monitoring local water quality, and industries 

affected by coastal and marine spatial planning all have the same need: reliable, timely, and sustained 

access to data and information that inform decision making.  Improving access to key marine data 

and information supports several purposes. IOOS data sustain national defense, marine commerce 

and navigation safety. Scientists use these data to issue weather, climate and marine forecasts. IOOS 

data are also used to make decisions for energy siting and production, economic development, and 

ecosystem-based resource management. Emergency managers and health officials need IOOS 

information to make decisions about public safety. Teachers and government officials rely on IOOS 

data for public outreach, training and education. 

 

SECOORA is one of 11 Regional Associations established nationwide through the US Integrated 

Ocean Observing System (IOOS) with primary source of funding is via US IOOS through a 5-year 

cooperative agreement titled Coordinated Monitoring, Prediction and Assessment to Support 

Decision‐Makers Needs for Coastal and Ocean Data and Tools, but was recently awarded funding via 

a NOAA Regional Ocean Partnership grant through the Governors' South Atlantic Alliance.  

SECOORA is the regional solution to integrating coastal and ocean observing data in the Southeast 

United States to inform decision makers and the general public. The SECOORA region encompasses 

4 states, over 42 million people and spans the coastal ocean from North Carolina to the west Coast of 

Florida and is creating customized products to address these thematic areas: Marine Operations; 

Coastal Hazards; Ecosystems, Water Quality, and Living Marine Resources; and Climate Change. 

The Council is a voting member and staff was recently re-elected to serve on the Board of Directors 

for the Southeast Coastal Regional Ocean Observing Association (SECOORA) to guide and direct 

priority needs for observation and modeling to support fisheries oceanography and integration into 

stock assessment process through SEDAR. Cooperation through SECOORA is envisioned to 

facilitate the following: 

• Refining current or water column designations of EFH and EFH-HAPCs (e.g., Gulf Stream and 

 Florida Current) 

• Providing oceanographic models linking benthic, pelagic habitats and food webs 

• Providing oceanographic input parameters for ecosystem models 

• Integration of OOS information into Fish Stock Assessment process in the SA region 

• Facilitating OOS system collection of fish and fishery data and other research necessary to 

support the Council’s use of area-based management tools in the SA Region including but not 

limited to EFH, EFH-HAPCs, Marine Protected Areas, Deepwater Coral Habitat Areas of 

Particular Concern, Special Management Zones and Allowable Gear Areas. 

• Integration of OOS program capabilities and research Needs into the South Atlantic Fishery 

 Ecosystem Plan 
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• Collaboration with SECOORA to integrate OOS products with information included in the 

Council’s Habitat and Ecosystem Web Services and Atlas to facilitate model and tool development 

• Expanding Map Services and the Regional Habitat and Ecosystem Atlas in cooperation 

with SECOORAs Web Services will provide researchers access to data or products 

including those collected/developed by SA OOS partners 

 

SECOORA researchers are developing a comprehensive data portal to provide discovery of, 

access to, and metadata about coastal ocean observations in the southeast US.  Below are various 

ways to access the currently available data. 

 

One project recently funded by SECOORA initiated development of species specific habitat 

models that integrate remotely sensed and in situ data to potentially enhance stock assessments for 

species managed by the Council.  The project during 2013/2014 is being focused on red porgy 

which is slated for assessment through SEDAR in 2014. 

 
National Fish Habitat Plan and Southeast Aquatic Resource Partnership (SARP) 
In addition, the Council serves on the National Habitat Board and, as a member of the Southeast Aquatic 

Resource Partnership (SARP), has highlighted the collaboration by including the Southeast Aquatic 

Habitat Plan (SAHP) and associated watershed conservation restoration targets into the FEP. Many of the 

habitat, water quality, and water quantity conservation needs identified in the threats and recommendations 

Volume of the FEP are directly addressed by on-the-ground projects supported by SARP. This cooperation 

results in funding fish habitat restoration and conservation intended to increase the viability of fish 

populations and fishing opportunity, which also meets the needs to conserve and manage 

Essential Fish Habitat for Council managed species or habitat important to their prey. To date, SARP has 

funded 53 projects in the region through this program. This work supports conservation objectives 

identified in the SAHP to improve, establish or maintain riparian zones, water quality, watershed 

connectivity, sediment flows, bottoms and shorelines, and fish passage, and addresses other key factors 

associated with the loss and degradation of fish habitats. SARP also developed the Southern Instream Flow 

Network (SIFN) to address the impacts of flow alterations in the Southeastern US aquatic ecosystems 

which leverages policy, technical experience, and scientific resources among partners based in 15 states.  

Maintaining appropriate flow into South Atlantic estuarine systems to support healthy inshore habitats 

essential to Council managed species is a major regional concern and efforts of SARP through SIFN are 

envisioned to enhance state and local partners ability to do so. 

 
Governor’s South Atlantic Alliance (GSAA) 
Initially discussed as a South Atlantic Eco-regional Compact, the Council has also cooperated with South 

Atlantic States in the formation of a Governor’s South Atlantic Alliance (GSAA). This will also provide 

regional guidance and resources that will address State and Council broader habitat and ecosystem 

conservation goals.  The GSAA was initiated in 2006. An Executive Planning Team (EPT), by the end of 

2007, had created a framework for the Governors South Atlantic Alliance.  The formal agreement between 

the four states (NC, SC, GA, and FL) was executed in May 2009.  The Agreement specifies that the 

Alliance will prepare a “Governors South Atlantic Alliance Action Plan” which will be reviewed annually 

for progress and updated every five years for relevance of content.  Alliance mission and purpose is to 

promote collaboration among the four states, and with the support and interaction of federal agencies, 

academe, regional organizations, non-governmental organizations, and the private sector, to sustain and 

enhance the region’s coastal and marine resources.  The Alliance proposes to regionally implement 
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science-based actions and policies that balance coastal and marine ecosystems capacities to support both 

human and natural systems. The GSAA Action Plan was released in December 2010 and describes the 

four Priority Issue Areas that were identified by the Governors to be of mutual importance to the 

sustainability of the region’s resources: Healthy Ecosystems; Working Waterfronts; Clean Coastal and 

Ocean Waters; and Disaster-Resilient Communities. The goals, objectives, actions and implementation 

steps for each of these priorities were further described in the GSAA Implementation Plan released in July 

2011. The final Action Plan was released on December 1, 2010 and marked the beginning of intensive 

work by the Alliance Issue Area Technical Teams (IATTs) to develop implementation steps for the 

actions and objectives. The GSAA Implementation Plan was published July 6, 2011 and the Alliance has 

been working to implement the Plan through the IATTs and two NOAA-funded Projects. The Alliance 

also partners with other federal agencies, academia, non-profits, private industry, regional organizations, 

and others. The Alliance supports both national and state-level ocean and coastal policy by coordinating 

federal, state and local entities to ensure the sustainability of the region’s economic, cultural, and natural 

resources.  The Alliance has organized itself around the founding principles outlined in the GSAA Terms 

of Reference and detailed in the GSAA Business Plan. A team of natural resource managers, scientists, 

and information management system experts have partnered to develop a Regional Information 

Management System (RIMS) and recommend decision support tools that will support regional 

collaboration and decision-making. In addition to regional-level stakeholders, state and local coastal 

managers and decision makers will also be served by this project, which will enable ready access to new 

and existing data and information. The collection and synthesis of spatial data into a suite of visualization 

tools is a critical step for long-term collaborative planning in the South Atlantic region for a wide range of 

coastal uses. The Councils Atlas presents the spatial representations of Essential Fish Habitat, managed 

areas, regional fish and fish habitat distribution and fishery operation information and it be linked to or 

drawn on as a critical part of the collaboration with the RIMS. 

 
South Atlantic Landscape Conservation Cooperative 
One of the more recent collaborations is the Council participation as Steering Committee member for 

the newly establish South Atlantic Landscape Conservation Cooperative (SALCC).  Landscape 

Conservation Cooperatives (LCCs) are applied conservation science partnerships focused on a defined 

geographic area that informs on-the-ground strategic conservation efforts at landscape scales. LCC 

partners include DOI agencies, other federal agencies, states, tribes, non-governmental organizations, 

universities and others.  The newly formed Department of Interior Southeast Climate Services Center 

(CSC) has the LCCs in the region as their primary clients.  One of the initial charges of the CSCs is to 

downscale climate models for use at finer scales.  

 

The SALCC developed a Strategic Plan through an iterative process that began in December 2011. The 

plan provides a simple strategy for moving forward over the next few years.  An operations plan was 

developed from direction received from the SALCC Steering Committee to redouble efforts to develop 

version 1.0 of a shared conservation blueprint by spring-summer of 2014.  The SALCC is developing 

the regional blueprint to address the rapid changes in the South Atlantic including but limited to climate 

change, urban growth, and increasing human demands on resources which are reshaping the landscape. 

While these forces cut across political and jurisdictional boundaries, the conservation community does 

not have a consistent cross-boundary, cross-organization plan for how to respond. The South Atlantic 

Conservation Blueprint will be that plan. The blueprint is envisioned to be a spatially-explicit map 

depicting the places and actions need to sustain South Atlantic LCC objectives in the face of future 

change. The steps to creating the blueprint include development of: indicators and targets (shared 
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metrics of success); the State of the South Atlantic (past, present, and future condition of indicators); a 

Conservation Blueprint. Potential ways the blueprint could be used include: finding the best places for 

people and organizations to work together; raising new money to implement conservation actions; 

guiding infrastructure development (highways, wind, urban growth, etc); creating incentives as an 

alternative to regulation; bringing a landscape perspective to local adaptation efforts; and locating places 

and actions to build resilience after major disasters (hurricanes, oil spills, etc). Integration of 

connectivity, function and threats to river, estuarine and marine systems supporting Council managed 

species is supported by the SALCC and enhanced as a voting member of its Steering Committee. 

In addition, the Council’s Regional Atlas presents spatial representations of Essential Fish Habitat, 

managed areas, regional fish and fish habitat distribution and fishery operation information and it be 

linked to or drawn on as a critical part of the collaboration with the recently developed SALCC 

Conservation Planning Atlas. 

 
Building Tools to support EBM in the South Atlantic Region 
The Council has developed a Habitat and Ecosystem Section of the website 
http://www.safmc.net/ecosystem/Home/EcosystemHome/tabid/435/Default.aspx and, in cooperation 

with the Florida Wildlife Research Institute (FWRI), developed a Habitat and Ecosystem Internet Map 

Server (IMS). The IMS was developed to support Council and regional partners’ efforts in the transition 

to EBM. Other regional partners include NMFS Habitat Conservation, South Atlantic States, local 

management authorities, other Federal partners, universities, conservation organizations, and 

recreational and commercial fishermen.  As technology and spatial information needs evolved, the 

distribution and use of GIS demands greater capabilities.   The Council has continued its collaboration 

with FWRI in the now evolution to Web Services provided through the regional SAFMC Habitat and 

Ecosystem Atlas (http://ocean.floridamarine.org/safmc_atlas/) and the SAFMC Digital Dashboard 

(http://ocean.floridamarine.org/safmc_dashboard/).  The Atlas integrates services for the following:  

 

Species distribution and spatial presentation of regional fishery independent data from the 

SEAMAP-SA, MARMAP and NOAA SEFIS systems, SAFMC Fisheries: 

(http://ocean.floridamarine.org/SA_Fisheries/) 

 

Essential Fish Habitat and Essential Fish Habitat Areas of Particular Concern, SAFMC EFH: 

(http://ocean.floridamarine.org/sa_efh/) 

 

Spatial presentation of managed areas in the region, SAFMC Managed Areas: 

(http://ocean.floridamarine.org/safmc_managedareas/) 

 

An online life history and habitat information system supporting Council managed, State managed 

and other regional species was developed in cooperation with FWRI.  The Ecospecies system is 

considered dynamic and presents, as developed, detailed individual species life history reports and 

provides an interactive online query capability for all species included in the system. 

http://atoll.floridamarine.org/EcoSpecies 
 

Web Services System Updates:  

 Essential Fish Habitat (EFH) – displays EFH and EFH-HAPCS for SAFMC managed species and 
NOAA Fisheries Highly Migratory Species 

 Fisheries - displays Marine Resources Monitoring, Assessment, and Prediction (MARMAP) and 

http://www.safmc.net/ecosystem/Home/EcosystemHome/tabid/435/Default.aspx
http://ocean.floridamarine.org/safmc_atlas/
http://ocean.floridamarine.org/safmc_dashboard/
http://ocean.floridamarine.org/SA_Fisheries/
http://ocean.floridamarine.org/sa_efh/
http://ocean.floridamarine.org/safmc_managedareas/
http://atoll.floridamarine.org/EcoSpecies
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Southeast Area Monitoring and Assessment Program South Atlantic (SEAMAP-SA) dataa .  

 Managed Areas - displays a variety of regulatory boundaries (SAFMC and Federal) or management 
boundaries within SAFMC’s jurisdiction. 

 Habitat – displays habitat data collected by SEADESC, Harbor Branch Oceanographic Institute 
(HBOI) and Ocean Exploration dives, as well as the SEAMAP shallow and ESDIM deepwater 
bottom mapping projects, multibeam imagery, and scientific cruise data. 

 Multibeam Bathymetry - displays a variety of multibeam data sources and scanned bathymetry 
charts 

 Nautical Charts – displays coastal, general, and overview nautical charts for the SAFMC’s 
jurisdictional area 

 

Ecosystem Based Action, Future Challenges and Needs 
The Council has implemented ecosystem-based principles through several existing fishery management 
actions including establishment of deepwater Marine Protected Areas for the Snapper Grouper fishery, 

proactive harvest control rules on species (e.g., dolphin and wahoo) which are not overfished, 

implementing extensive gear area closures which in most cases eliminate the impact of fishing gear on 

Essential Fish Habitat and use of other spatial management including Special Management Zones. 

Pursuant to the development of the Comprehensive Ecosystem-Based Amendment, the Council has taken 

an ecosystem approach to protect deepwater ecosystems while providing for traditional fisheries for the 

Golden Crab and Royal Red shrimp in areas where they do not impact deepwater coral habitat. The 

stakeholder based process taps in on an extensive regional Habitat and Ecosystem network. Support 

tools facilitate Council deliberations and with the help of regional partners, are being refined to address 

long-term ecosystem management needs. 

 
One of the greatest challenges to the long-term move to EBM in the region is funding high priority 

research, including but not limited to, comprehensive benthic mapping and ecosystem model and 

management tool development. In addition, collecting detailed information on fishing fleet dynamics 

including defining fishing operation areas by species, species complex and season, as well as catch 

relative to habitat is critical for assessment of fishery, community, and habitat impacts and for Council use 

of place based management measures. Additional resources need to be dedicated to expand regional 

coordination of modeling, mapping, characterization of species use of habitats, and full funding of 

regional fishery independent surveys (e.g., MARMAP, SEAMAP and SEFIS) which are linking directly 

to addressing high priority management needs. Development of ecosystem information systems to support 

Council management should build on existing tools (e.g., Regional Habitat and Ecosystem GIS and Arc 

Services) and provide resources to regional cooperating partners for expansion to address long- term 

Council needs. 

 
The FEP and CE-BA 1 complement, but do not replace, existing FMPs. In addition, the FEP serves as 

source document to the CE-BAs. NOAA should support and build on regional coordination efforts of the 

Council as it transitions to a broader management approach. Resources need to be provided to collect 

information necessary to update and refine our FEP and support future fishery actions including but not 

limited to completing one of the highest priority needs to support EBM, the completion of mapping of 

near-shore, mid-shelf, shelf edge and deepwater habitats in the South Atlantic region. In developing future 

FEPs, the Council will draw on SAFEs (Stock Assessment and Fishery Evaluation reports) which NMFS 

is required to provide the Council for all FMPs implemented under the Magnuson-Stevens Act. The FEP, 

has served as the source document for CE-BAs, could also meet NMFS SAFE requirements if information 

is provided to the Council to update necessary sections. 
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EFH and EFH-HAPC Designations Translated to Cooperative Habitat Policy Development 
and Protection  

The Council actively comments on non-fishing projects or policies that may impact fish habitat. 

Appendix A of the Comprehensive Amendment Addressing Essential Fish Habitat in Fishery 

Management Plans of the South Atlantic Region (SAFMC 1998b) outlines the Council’s comment and 

policy development process and the establishment of a four-state Habitat Advisory Panel. Members of 

the Habitat Advisory Panel serve as the Council’s habitat contacts and professionals in the field. AP 

members bring projects to the Council’s attention, draft comment letters, and attend public meetings. 

With guidance from the Advisory Panel, the Council has developed and approved policies on: 

1. Energy exploration, development, transportation and hydropower re-licensing; 

2. Beach dredging and filling and large-scale coastal engineering; 

3. Protection and enhancement of submerged aquatic vegetation; 

4. Alterations to riverine, estuarine and nearshore flows; and 

5. Marine aquaculture. 

6. Marine Ecosystems and Non-Native and Invasive Species 

7. Estuarine Ecosystems and Non-Native and Invasive Species 

 
NOAA Fisheries, State and other Federal agencies apply EFH and EFH-HAPC designations and 

protection policies in the day-to-day permit review process. In addition to the workshop process described 

above the revision and updating of existing habitat policies and the development of new policies is being 

coordinated with core agency representatives on the Habitat and Coral Advisory Panels. Existing policies 

are included at the end of this Appendix. 

 

The Habitat and Environmental Protection Advisory Panel, as part of their role in providing continued 

policy guidance to the Council, is during 2013, reviewing and proposing revisions and updates to the 

existing policy statements and developing new ones for Council consideration.  The effort is intended to 

enhance the value of the statements and support cooperation and collaboration with NOAA Fisheries 

Habitat Conservation Division, State and Federal partners in better addressing the Congressional mandates 

to the Council associated with designation and conservation of EFH in the region. 

 
South Atlantic Bight Ecopath Model 
The Council worked cooperatively the University of British Columbia and the Sea Around Us project to 
develop a straw-man and preliminary food web models (Ecopath with Ecosim) to characterize the 

ecological relationships of South Atlantic species, including those managed by the Council. This effort 

was envisioned to help the Council and cooperators in identifying available information and data gaps 

while providing insight into ecosystem function. More importantly, the model development process 

provides a vehicle to identify research necessary to better define populations, fisheries and their 

interrelationships. While individual efforts are still underway in the South Atlantic, only with significant 

investment of new resources through other programs will a comprehensive regional model be further 

developed. 

 

The latest collaboration builds on the previous Ecopath model developed through the Sea Around Us 

project for the South Atlantic Bight with a focus on the beginning a dialogue on the implications of 

potential changes in forage fish populations in the region that may could be associated with environmental 

or climate change or changes in direct exploitation of those populations. 
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Essential Fish Habitat and Essential Fish Habitat Areas of Particular Concern 
Following is a summary of the current South Atlantic Council’s EFH and EFH-HAPCs. Information 

supporting their designation is being updated (pursuant to the EFH Final Rule) in the Council’s Fishery 

Ecosystem Plan and Comprehensive Ecosystem Amendment: 

 
Snapper Grouper FMP 
Essential fish habitat for snapper-grouper species includes coral reefs, live/hard bottom, submerged aquatic 

vegetation, artificial reefs and medium to high profile outcroppings on and around the shelf break zone 

from shore to at least 600 feet (but to at least 2000 feet for wreckfish) where the annual water temperature 

range is sufficiently warm to maintain adult populations of members of this largely tropical complex. EFH 

includes the spawning area in the water column above the adult habitat and the additional pelagic 

environment, including Sargassum, required for larval survival and growth up to and including settlement. 

In addition the Gulf Stream is an essential fish habitat because it provides a mechanism to disperse snapper 

grouper larvae. 

 
For specific life stages of estuarine dependent and nearshore snapper-grouper species, essential fish 

habitat includes areas inshore of the 100-foot contour, such as attached macroalgae; submerged rooted 

vascular plants (seagrasses); estuarine emergent vegetated wetlands (saltmarshes, brackish marsh); tidal 

creeks; estuarine scrub/shrub (mangrove fringe); oyster reefs and shell banks; unconsolidated bottom (soft 

sediments); artificial reefs; and coral reefs and live/hard bottom. 

 
Areas which meet the criteria for EFH-HAPCs for species in the snapper-grouper management unit include 

medium to high profile offshore hard bottoms where spawning normally occurs; localities of known or 

likely periodic spawning aggregations; nearshore hard bottom areas; The Point, The Ten Fathom Ledge, 

and Big Rock (North Carolina); The Charleston Bump (South Carolina); mangrove habitat; seagrass 

habitat; oyster/shell habitat; all coastal inlets; all state-designated nursery habitats of particular importance 

to snapper grouper (e.g., Primary and Secondary Nursery Areas designated in North Carolina); pelagic and 

benthic Sargassum; Hoyt Hills for wreckfish; the Oculina Bank Habitat Area of Particular Concern; all 

hermatypic coral habitats and reefs; manganese outcroppings on the Blake Plateau; and Council-

designated Artificial Reef Special Management Zones (SMZs). In addition, the Council through CEBA 2 

(SAFMC 2011) designated the deepwater snapper grouper MPAs and golden tilefish and blueline tilefish 

habitat as EFH-HAPCs under the Snapper Grouper FMP as follows: 

 
EFH-HAPCs for golden tilefish to include irregular bottom comprised of troughs and terraces inter-

mingled with sand, mud, or shell hash bottom. Mud-clay bottoms in depths of 150-300 meters are HAPC. 

Golden tilefish are generally found in 80-540 meters, but most commonly found in 200-meter depths. 

 
EFH-HAPC for blueline tilefish to include irregular bottom habitats along the shelf edge in 45-65 

meters depth; shelf break; or upper slope along the 100-fathom contour (150-225 meters); hardbottom 

habitats characterized as rock overhangs, rock outcrops, manganese-phosphorite rock slab formations, 

or rocky reefs in the South Atlantic Bight; and the Georgetown Hole (Charleston Lumps) off 

Georgetown, SC. 

 
EFH-HAPCs for the snapper grouper complex to include the following deepwater Marine Protected Areas 
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(MPAs) as designated in Snapper Grouper Amendment 14; Snowy Grouper Wreck MPA, Northern South 

Carolina MPA, Edisto MPA, Charleston Deep Artificial Reef MPA, Georgia MPA, North Florida MPA, 

St. Lucie Hump MPA and East Hump MPA. 

 

Deepwater Coral HAPCs designated in Comprehensive Ecosystem-Based Amendment 1 are designated as 

Snapper Grouper EFH-HAPCs: Cape Lookout Coral HAPC, Cape Fear Coral HAPC, Blake Ridge Diapir 

Coral HAPC, Stetson-Miami Terrace Coral HAPC, Pourtalés Terrace Coral HAPC. 
Shrimp FMP 
For penaeid shrimp, Essential Fish Habitat includes inshore estuarine nursery areas, offshore marine 
habitats used for spawning and growth to maturity, and all interconnecting water bodies as described in the 
Habitat Plan.  Inshore nursery areas include tidal freshwater (palustrine), estuarine, and marine emergent 

wetlands (e.g., intertidal marshes); tidal palustrine forested areas; mangroves; tidal freshwater, estuarine, 
and marine submerged aquatic vegetation (e.g., seagrass); and subtidal and intertidal non- vegetated flats.  
This applies from North Carolina through the Florida Keys. 

 
For rock shrimp, essential fish habitat consists of offshore terrigenous and biogenic sand bottom habitats 

from 18 to 182 meters in depth with highest concentrations occurring between 34 and 55 meters. This 

applies for all areas from North Carolina through the Florida Keys. Essential fish habitat includes the shelf 

current systems near Cape Canaveral, Florida, which provide major transport mechanisms affecting 

planktonic larval rock shrimp. These currents keep larvae on the Florida Shelf and may transport them 

inshore in spring. In addition the Gulf Stream is an essential fish habitat because it provides a mechanism 

to disperse rock shrimp larvae. 

 
Essential fish habitat for royal red shrimp include the upper regions of the continental slope from 180 meters 

(590 feet) to about 730 meters (2,395 feet), with concentrations found at depths of between 250 meters (820 

feet) and 475 meters (1,558 feet) over blue/black mud, sand, muddy sand, or white calcareous mud. In 

addition the Gulf Stream is an essential fish habitat because it provides a mechanism to disperse royal red 

shrimp larvae. 

 
Areas which meet the criteria for EFH-HAPCs for penaeid shrimp include all coastal inlets, all state-

designated nursery habitats of particular importance to shrimp (for example, in North Carolina this 

would include all Primary Nursery Areas and all Secondary Nursery Areas), and state-identified 

overwintering areas. 
 
 

Coastal Migratory Pelagics FMP 
Essential fish habitat for coastal migratory pelagic species includes sandy shoals of capes and offshore 

bars, high profile rocky bottom and barrier island ocean-side waters, from the surf to the shelf break zone, 

but from the Gulf Stream shoreward, including Sargassum. In addition, all coastal inlets, all state-

designated nursery habitats of particular importance to coastal migratory pelagics (for example, in North 

Carolina this would include all Primary Nursery Areas and all Secondary Nursery Areas). 

 
For Cobia essential fish habitat also includes high salinity bays, estuaries, and seagrass habitat. In 

addition, the Gulf Stream is an essential fish habitat because it provides a mechanism to disperse coastal 

migratory pelagic larvae. 

For king and Spanish mackerel and cobia essential fish habitat occurs in the South Atlantic and 

Mid-Atlantic Bights. 
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Areas which meet the criteria for EFH-HAPCs include sandy shoals of Capes Lookout, Cape Fear, and 

Cape Hatteras from shore to the ends of the respective shoals, but shoreward of the Gulf stream; The 

Point, The Ten-Fathom Ledge, and Big Rock (North Carolina); The Charleston Bump and Hurl Rocks 

(South Carolina); The Point off Jupiter Inlet (Florida); Phragmatopoma (worm reefs) reefs off the 

central east coast of Florida; nearshore hard bottom south of Cape Canaveral; The Hump off Islamorada, 

Florida; The Marathon Hump off Marathon, Florida; The “Wall” off of the Florida Keys; Pelagic 

Sargassum; and Atlantic coast estuaries with high numbers of Spanish mackerel and cobia based on 

abundance data from the ELMR Program. Estuaries meeting this criteria for Spanish mackerel include 

Bogue Sound and New River, North Carolina; Bogue Sound, North Carolina (Adults May-September 

salinity >30 ppt); and New River, North Carolina (Adults May-October salinity >30 ppt). For Cobia 

they include Broad River, South Carolina; and Broad River, South Carolina (Adults & juveniles May-

July salinity >25ppt). 

 
Golden Crab FMP 
Essential fish habitat for golden crab includes the U.S. Continental Shelf from Chesapeake Bay south 

through the Florida Straits (and into the Gulf of Mexico). In addition, the Gulf Stream is an essential fish 

habitat because it provides a mechanism to disperse golden crab larvae. The detailed description of seven 

essential fish habitat types (a flat foraminferan ooze habitat; distinct mounds, primarily of dead coral; 

ripple habitat; dunes; black pebble habitat; low outcrop; and soft-bioturbated habitat) for golden crab is 

provided in Wenner et al. (1987). There is insufficient knowledge of the biology of golden crabs to 

identify spawning and nursery areas and to identify HAPCs at this time. As information becomes 

available, the Council will evaluate such data and identify HAPCs as appropriate through the framework. 

 
Spiny Lobster FMP 
Essential fish habitat for spiny lobster includes nearshore shelf/oceanic waters; shallow subtidal bottom; 

seagrass habitat; unconsolidated bottom (soft sediments); coral and live/hard bottom habitat; sponges; 

algal communities (Laurencia); and mangrove habitat (prop roots). In addition the Gulf Stream is an 

essential fish habitat because it provides a mechanism to disperse spiny lobster larvae. 

 
Areas which meet the criteria for EFH-HAPCs for spiny lobster include Florida Bay, Biscayne Bay, Card 

Sound, and coral/hard bottom habitat from Jupiter Inlet, Florida through the Dry Tortugas, Florida. 

 
Coral, Coral Reefs, and Live/Hard Bottom Habitats FMP 

Essential fish habitat for corals (stony corals, octocorals, and black corals) must incorporate habitat 

for over 200 species. EFH for corals include the following: 

 
A.   Essential fish habitat for hermatypic stony corals includes rough, hard, exposed, stable substrate from 

Palm Beach County south through the Florida reef tract in subtidal to 30 m depth, subtropical (15°-35° C), 

oligotrophic waters with high (30-35o/oo) salinity and turbidity levels sufficiently low enough to provide 

algal symbionts adequate sunlight penetration for photosynthesis. Ahermatypic stony corals are not light 

restricted and their essential fish habitat includes defined hard substrate in subtidal to outer shelf depths 

throughout the management area. 

 
B.   Essential fish habitat for Antipatharia (black corals) includes rough, hard, exposed, stable substrate, 

offshore in high (30-35o/oo) salinity waters in depths exceeding 18 meters (54 feet), not restricted by light 
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penetration on the outer shelf throughout the management area. 

 
C.   Essential fish habitat for octocorals excepting the order Pennatulacea (sea pens and sea pansies) 

includes rough, hard, exposed, stable substrate in subtidal to outer shelf depths within a wide range 

of salinity and light penetration throughout the management area. 

 

D.  Essential fish habitat for Pennatulacea (sea pens and sea pansies) includes muddy, silty bottoms in 

subtidal to outer shelf depths within a wide range of salinity and light penetration. 

 
Areas which meet the criteria for EFH-HAPCs for coral, coral reefs, and live/hard bottom include: The 

10-Fathom Ledge, Big Rock, and The Point (North Carolina); Hurl Rocks and The Charleston Bump 

(South Carolina); Gray’s Reef National Marine Sanctuary (Georgia); The Phragmatopoma (worm reefs) 

reefs off the central east coast of Florida; Oculina Banks off the east coast of Florida from Ft. Pierce to 

Cape Canaveral; nearshore (0-4 meters; 0-12 feet) hard bottom off the east coast of Florida from Cape 

Canaveral to Broward County); offshore (5-30 meter; 15-90 feet) hard bottom off the east coast of Florida 

from Palm Beach County to Fowey Rocks; Biscayne Bay, Florida; Biscayne National Park, Florida; and 

the Florida Keys National Marine Sanctuary. In addition, the Council through CEBA 2 (SAFMC 2011) 

designated the Deepwater Coral HAPCs as EFH-HAPCs under the Coral FMP as follows: 

 
Deepwater Coral HAPCs designated in Comprehensive Ecosystem-Based Amendment 1 as Snapper 

Grouper EFH-HAPCs: Cape Lookout Coral HAPC, Cape Fear Coral HAPC, Blake Ridge Diapir Coral 

HAPC, Stetson-Miami Terrace Coral HAPC, Pourtalés Terrace Coral HAPC. 

 
Dolphin and Wahoo FMP 
EFH for dolphin and wahoo is the Gulf Stream, Charleston Gyre, Florida Current, and pelagic 

Sargassum. This EFH definition for dolphin was approved by the Secretary of Commerce on June 3, 

1999 as a part of the South Atlantic Council’s Comprehensive Habitat Amendment (SAFMC, 1998b) 

(dolphin was included within the Coastal Migratory Pelagics FMP). 

 
Areas which meet the criteria for EFH-HAPCs for dolphin and wahoo in the Atlantic include The Point, 

The Ten-Fathom Ledge, and Big Rock (North Carolina); The Charleston Bump and The Georgetown 

Hole (South Carolina); The Point off Jupiter Inlet (Florida); The Hump off Islamorada, Florida; The 

Marathon Hump off Marathon, Florida; The “Wall” off of the Florida Keys; and Pelagic Sargassum. 

This EFH-HAPC definition for dolphin was approved by the Secretary of Commerce on June 3, 1999 as 

a part of the South Atlantic Council’s Comprehensive Habitat Amendment (dolphin was included 

within the Coastal Migratory Pelagics FMP). 

 
Pelagic Sargassum Habitat FMP 
The Council through CEBA 2 (SAFMC 2011) designated the top 10 meters of the water column in the 

South Atlantic EEZ bounded by the Gulfstream, as EFH for pelagic Sargassum. 
 
 

Actions Implemented That Protect EFH and EFH-HAPCs 
 
Snapper Grouper FMP 

• Prohibited the use of the following gears to protect habitat: bottom longlines in the EEZ inside of 50 
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fathoms or anywhere south of St. Lucie Inlet Florida, fish traps, bottom tending (roller- rig) trawls on live 

bottom habitat, and entanglement gear. 

• Established the Oculina Experimental Closed Area where the harvest or possession of all 

species in the snapper grouper complex is prohibited. 

• Established deepwater Marine Protected Areas (MPAs) as designated in Snapper Grouper Amendment 14; 

Snowy Grouper Wreck MPA, Northern South Carolina MPA, Edisto MPA, Charleston Deep Artificial 

Reef MPA, Georgia MPA, North Florida MPA, St. Lucie Hump MPA and East Hump MPA. 

 
Shrimp FMP 

• Prohibition of rock shrimp trawling in a designated area around the Oculina Bank, 

• Mandatory use of bycatch reduction devices in the penaeid shrimp fishery, 

• Mandatory Vessel Monitoring System (VMS) in the Rock Shrimp Fishery. 

• A mechanism that provides for the concurrent closure of the EEZ to penaeid shrimping if 

environmental conditions in state waters are such that the overwintering spawning stock is severely 

depleted. 

 
Pelagic Sargassum Habitat FMP 

• Prohibited all harvest and possession of Sargassum from the South Atlantic EEZ south of the 

latitude line representing the North Carolina/South Carolina border (34° North Latitude). 

• Prohibited all harvest of Sargassum from the South Atlantic EEZ within 100 miles of shore 

between the 34° North Latitude line and the Latitude line representing the North 

Carolina/Virginia border. 

• Harvest of Sargassum from the South Atlantic EEZ is limited to the months of November 

through June. 

• Established an annual Total Allowable Catch (TAC) of 5,000 pounds landed wet weight. 

• Required that an official observer be present on each Sargassum harvesting trip. Require that nets 

used to harvest Sargassum be constructed of four inch stretch mesh or larger fitted to a frame no 

larger than 4 feet by 6 feet. 

 
Coastal Migratory Pelagics FMP 

• Prohibited of the use of drift gillnets in the coastal migratory pelagic fishery; 

 
Golden Crab FMP 

• In the northern zone golden crab traps can only be deployed in waters deeper than 900 feet; in the middle 

and southern zones traps can only be deployed in waters deeper than 700 feet. 

Northern zone - north of the 28°N. latitude to the North Carolina/Virginia border; 

Middle zone - 28°N. latitude to 25°N. latitude; and 

Southern zone - south of 25°N. latitude to the border between the South Atlantic and Gulf of Mexico 

Fishery Management Councils. 
 
 

Coral, Coral Reefs and Live/Hard Bottom FMP 

• Established an optimum yield of zero and prohibiting all harvest or possession of these 

resources which serve as essential fish habitat to many managed species. 

• Designated of the Oculina Bank Habitat Area of Particular Concern 

• Expanded the Oculina Bank Habitat Area of Particular Concern (HAPC) to an area bounded to 
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the west by 80°W. longitude, to the north by 28°30' N. latitude, to the south by 27°30' N. latitude, 

and to the east by the 100 fathom (600 feet) depth contour. 

• Established the following two Satellite Oculina HAPCs: (1) Satellite Oculina HAPC #1 is bounded 

on the north by 28°30’N. latitude, on the south by 28°29’N. latitude, on the east by 80°W. longitude, and on 

the west by 80°3’W. longitude, and (2) Satellite Oculina HAPC #2 is bounded on the north by 28°17’N. 

latitude, on the south by 28°16’N. latitude, on the east by 80°W. longitude, and on the west by 80°3’W. 

longitude. 

• Prohibited the use of all bottom tending fishing gear and fishing vessels from anchoring or using 

grapples in the Oculina Bank HAPC. 

• Established a framework procedure to modify or establish Coral HAPCs. 

• Established the following six deepwater CHAPCs: Cape Lookout Lophelia Banks, Cape Fear 

Lophelia Banks, Stetson Reefs, Savannah and East Florida Lithoherms, and Miami Terrace (Stetson- 

Miami Terrace), Pourtales Terrace, and Blake Ridge Diapir Methane Seep. 

• Within the deepwater CHAPCs, the possession of coral species and the use of all bottom damaging 

gear is prohibited including bottom longline, trawl (bottom and mid-water), dredge, pot or trap, or the 

use of an anchor, anchor and chain, or grapple and chain by all fishing vessels. 

South Atlantic Council Policies for Protection and Restoration of Essential Fish Habitat. 

SAFMC Habitat and Environmental Protection Policy 
In recognizing that species are dependent on the quantity and quality of their essential habitats, it is the 
policy of the SAFMC to protect, restore, and develop habitats upon which fisheries species depend; to 

increase the extent of their distribution and abundance; and to improve their productive capacity for the 

benefit of present and future generations. For purposes of this policy, “habitat” is defined as the physical, 

chemical, and biological parameters that are necessary for continued productivity of the species that is 

being managed. The objectives of the SAFMC policy will be accomplished through the 

recommendation of no net loss or significant environmental degradation of existing habitat. A long-term 

objective is to support and promote a net-gain of fisheries habitat through the restoration and 

rehabilitation of the productive capacity of habitats that have been degraded, and the creation and 

development of productive habitats where increased fishery production is probable. The SAFMC will 

pursue these goals at state, Federal, and local levels. The Council shall assume an aggressive role in the 

protection and enhancement of habitats important to fishery species, and shall actively enter Federal, 

decision- making processes where proposed actions may otherwise compromise the productivity of 

fishery resources of concern to the Council. 

 
SAFMC EFH Policy Statements 
In addition to implementing regulations to protect habitat from fishing related degradation, the Council in 

cooperation with NOAA Fisheries, actively comments on non-fishing projects or policies that may impact 
fish habitat. The Council adopted a habitat policy and procedure document that established a four-state 
Habitat Advisory Panel and adopted a comment and policy development process. Members of the Habitat 

Advisory Panel serve as the Council's habitat contacts and professionals in the field. With guidance from 
the Advisory Panel, the Council has developed and approved a number of habitat policy statements which 
are available on the Habitat and Ecosystem section of the Council website. 

 


