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EXTENDED ABSTRACT 
 

Introduction 
The most important fish species (e.g. groupers, snappers, drums, and croakers) harvested by commercial and recrea-

tional fisheries throughout the Gulf of Mexico (GOM) are known to form fish spawning aggregations (FSAs). However, the 
proper management of FSAs, including understanding the potential impact of oil spills on their stocks and fisheries or the 
importance of oil platforms as FSAs sites, is greatly impeded by the fact that the GOM is one of the world’s least studied 
areas for the biology and management of FSAs (Russel et al. 2014). Meanwhile, fishers that depend on these resources have 
extensive knowledge of the timing and location of spawning aggregations and could be better integrated into monitoring, 
management, and conservation. Many researchers also have valuable data and information that has not been synthesized 
towards this end.  In response to this perceived need, our team was funded by the RESTORE Act Science program for 
“RESTORE SCIENCE – Cooperative Monitoring Program for Spawning Aggregations in the Gulf of Mexico: An Assess-
ment of Existing Information, Data Gaps and Research Priorities” (Erisman et al. 2015). This extended abstract offers a 
snapshot of the project objectives, preliminary results, and status. 

The goals of this two-year project are to:  
i) Compile existing biological and fisheries information for the GOM on species known or likely to form FSAs, 
ii)  Identify existing datasets and monitoring programs in the GOM that could inform regional monitoring of FSAs, 
iii) Synthesize the results obtained in 1 and 2 into a draft document to share with a wide group of stakeholders for 

review, 
iv) Convene a regional workshop to evaluate the draft and prioritize a suite of species, habitats, monitoring methods 

and areas of research moving forward, 
v) Synthesize the outputs of the workshop and draft document into a peer-reviewed manuscript focused on existing 

knowledge, data gaps, monitoring techniques, and priorities for future research related to FSAs and the manage-
ment of their fisheries in the GOM, and  

vi) Engage in a comprehensive outreach and data-sharing program to ensure data are available to inform management. 
 
The project is led by a diverse group of experts representing academia, federal government, private business, and non-

governmental organizations (NGOs) from throughout the Gulf.  Each member has core understanding of FSA ecology but 
our broader expertise spans fisheries stock assessment and management, marine ecology, GIS and remote sensing, physical 
and biological oceanography, and marine conservation. Workshop participants and reviewers of the final products will 
include academics from diverse fields; state, federal, and regional fishery and marine resource managers; and leaders in the 
fishery and oil and gas industries. This project supports graduate and undergraduate students at the University of Texas at 
Austin, and the results will be made publicly available on several online databases.  

The project commenced in September 2015 and will be completed by August 2017.  Many aspects of the project are 
well under way at this time.  Preliminary project outputs were presented at a regional workshop, held October 4-6, 2016 at 
the NOAA Fisheries Southeast Regional Office (SERO). Originally planned for only 16 participants, the workshop 
generated a great deal of interest and we were able to accommodate over 30 participants that broadly represented commer-
cial and recreational fishing interests, academic research institutions, non-government conservation organizations, and state 
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and federal scientists and resource managers.  In addition, 
we had participation from Mexico and the Seychelles and 
side meetings and social events included several additional 
fishermen and NOAA staff from SERO.  Several workshop 
participants mentioned the value of having participation 
from this diverse group of stakeholders – particularly 
fishermen and scientists.  
 
Preliminary Results 

A total of 30 focal species were selected and character-
ized via an intensive literature review through compilation 
of over 800 references.  The reference database will be 
made public via an interactive website housed by the Gulf 
of Mexico Coastal Ocean Observing System (http://
gcoos.org/).  The website offers species profiles, summar-
ies of spawning seasons, key life history parameters (Biggs 
doctoral dissertation and publications in prep.), and a 
cooperative monitoring protocol for spawning aggregations 
in the Gulf of Mexico (Heyman et al. 2017).  One observa-
tion made during the workshop was that the spawning 
season for many species corresponds with the peak 
recreational or commercial fishing effort.  Project team 
members are evaluating this hypothesis in a quantitative 
way. 

 
Summary of Highest Priority Workshop Findings and 
Recommendations 
 
Data Gaps 

i) With the exception of a few species e.g. spotted 
seatrout (Lowerre-Barbieri et al. 2014) there is a 
dearth of information about the locations of 
spawning aggregations in the Gulf of Mexico.  
This information gap impedes management. 

ii) A unified digital bathymetric coverage for the 
Gulf of Mexico is still lacking but would facilitate 
prediction, identification, monitoring, assessment, 
and manage spawning aggregation sites for key 
species. 

iii) Data on the behavioral dynamics of spawning 
aggregations (e.g. timing, dimensions, durations, 
abundance, fish movements) and fine-scale, spatio
-temporal interactions between spawning aggrega-
tions and fisheries is lacking for many species of 
recreational, commercial, and conservation 
importance but critical for management. 

 
Recommendations for Research and Monitoring 

i) Work with fishermen to identify and characterize 
where and when focal species are spawning in the 
Gulf of Mexico,  

ii) Improve metrics that allow productivity parame-
ters associated with spawning aggregations (e.g. 
spawning potential ratio estimates that include 
non-fatal impacts of fishing on reproductive 
output) to be integrated with stock assessments, 
and 

iii) Create a unified bathymetric coverage for the Gulf 
of Mexico. 
 

 

Recommendations for Fisheries Management 
i) Engage constituents from all sectors (commercial, 

private recreational, charter/for-hire, and head-
boat) in monitoring, to improve understanding of 
reef fish spawning ecology and the fisheries 
significance of spawning aggregations, 

ii) Present results of this project to the Gulf of 
Mexico Fisheries Management Council, 

iii) In collaboration with fishermen, provide sufficient 
information to allow the Council to improve 
temporal protection for spawning or develop a 
framework for spatial protection of spawning sites 
through the FMC process following the precedent 
set by the South Atlantic Fisheries Management 
Council’s Amendment 36 (SAFMC 2016), 

iv) Locate and characterize spawning areas for key 
species (particularly multi-species sites) and 
recommend them for protection in large enough 
areas to allow recovery and resilience., and 

v) Improve stock assessments by incorporating 
spawning aggregation metrics of reproductive 
resilience (Lowerre-Barbieiri et al. 2017). 
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