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In the Gulf of Mexico EEZ marine protected areas are an important tool for the conservation and management of the region’s resources, protecting more than 135,000 square
miles of vulnerable habitat types and nursery areas from fishing activities. Certain gear
types have been prohibited over large areas to reduce fishing mortality on juvenile fish
and shrimp. Other areas containing sensitive benthic habitat have been identified as habitat areas of particular concern, where fishing is severely restricted. Some areas containing
corals and coral reefs were considered so sensitive that the Council decided to protect
them from all possible fishing impacts and prohibited all fishing in these marine reserves.

The US Virgin Islands Marine Conservation District is a successful, 6.56 square mile, yearround no-fishing reserve area designed to protect a red hind spawning aggregation.
Nassau groupers are also developing a new spawning aggregation in the reserve and
fishermen have reported increasing catches of red hind in areas outside of the protected
areas. Based on this success, other closures to protect spawning aggregations have been
implemented.

For example, the Council established bottom reef fish longline boundaries to prevent sea
turtle interactions with fishing gear. Additionally, seasonal spawning area closures are in
place for a number of reef fish species.
An annual shrimp
closure, in cooperation
with the State of Texas,
helps to increase the
yield of brown shrimp
and eliminate waste of
the resource caused by
discarding under sized
shrimp caught during
a rapid growth period
in their life cycle . The
industry-supported
closure results in larger
shrimp, subsequently,
a higher market value.
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The Council has also
identified essential
fish habitat, threats to
EFH from fishing and
nonfishing activities
and options to
conserve and enhance
EFH. It is also working
toward ecosystembased management.

The Caribbean
Council, with the
participation of
fishers and scientists,
has established
other closed areas
for the protection of
spawning areas of
groupers, snappers
and other species in
Puerto Rico and the
U.S. Virgin Islands,
such as Bajo de Sico
and Abril la Sierra
in the west coast of
Puerto Rico.
Additionally, the Council has endorsed the initiative of the local governments to work
together to develop a mechanism to address marine spatial planning for the US Caribbean
area. This mechanism will also work with neighboring countries interested in marine
spatial planning. The leader of this effort is the Department of Natural and Environmental
Resources of Puerto Rico.

