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Background
In 2006, NMFS implemented regulations to enforce gear 
restrictions in areas in the Atlantic and Gulf of America that 
restrict or prohibit pelagic longline (PLL) or bottom longline 
(BLL) fishing for highly migratory species (HMS)

 Intended to assist Enforcement in differentiating between the use of 
PLL and BLL gear in restricted areas based on species composition 
of catch on board or landed

 These restricted areas in the Atlantic and Gulf of America were 

originally implemented in ~2000 to reduce bycatch
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Background
Currently there is a 5% limit by weight on species possessed or landed 
in PLL and BLL restricted areas (50 CFR 635.21(c)(1)(i) and (d)(2))

 To be considered a PLL vessel when fishing in a BLL restricted area, no more 
than 5% by weight of the species possessed or landed may be demersal 
indicator species (i.e., if total catch includes demersal species exceeding 5% 
limit, it indicates illegal use of BLL gear)

 To be considered a BLL vessel when fishing in a PLL restricted area, no more 
than 5% by weight of the species possessed or landed may be pelagic indicator 
species (i.e., if total catch includes pelagic species exceeding 5% limit, it 
indicates illegal use of PLL gear)

 Note, the term “indicator species” in this context refers to indicating the type of 
fishing gear used. This action is not related to ecosystem or environmental
indicators.
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Table 3 of Appendix to Part 635 – Demersal Species

Atlantic sharpnose shark Queen snapper

Black grouper Red grouper

Blackfin snapper Red hind

Blacknose shark Red snapper

Blacktip shark Rock hind

Blueline tilefish Sand tilefish

Bonnethead shark Sandbar shark

Bull shark Schoolmaster snapper

Cubera snapper Silk snapper

*Dog snapper Snowy grouper

Finetooth shark *Speckled hind

Gag grouper Spinner shark

Lane snapper Tiger shark

Lemon shark Tilefish

Mangrove snapper Vermillion snapper

*Marbled grouper *Warsaw grouper

Misty grouper Yellowedge grouper

Mutton Snapper Yellowfin grouper

Nurse shark Yellowtail snapper

Table 2 of Appendix to Part 635 –
Pelagic Species

Albacore tuna * Shortfin mako 
shark

Bigeye tuna Skipjack tuna

Blue shark Swordfish

Bluefin tuna Thresher shark

Dolphin fish Wahoo 

Porbeagle shark Yellowfin tuna

Note: For both tables, * indicates species that cannot be 
landed/harvested
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Public Input Received Over the Years
Requests to remove both the pelagic and demersal indicator species 
regulations and corresponding pelagic and demersal indicator species 
lists 

 Argued that regulations hinder ability for HMS PLL and BLL 
fishermen to catch non-HMS while fishing with appropriate gear in 
restricted areas

Suggestions that the pelagic and demersal indicator species lists may be 
outdated

 Some pelagic and demersal indicator species may no longer be 
retained under HMS regulations or federal regulations for Fishery 
Management Council-managed species

 There are now other methods that could be used to monitor and 
enforce gear restrictions in restricted areas
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Proposed Rule: Purpose and Objectives

Purpose:

• Increase fishing flexibilities, remove regulatory inefficiencies, 
and optimize the ability of pelagic and bottom longline fisheries 
to harvest available quotas to the extent practicable while still 
achieving fishery conservation and management goals

Objective:

• Modify or remove inefficient and outdated regulations to allow 
for additional fishing opportunities in HMS pelagic and bottom 
longline fisheries
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Proposed Rule: Remove Indicator Species Regulations
Preferred Alternative 3 

• Remove the current regulations at 50 CFR 635.21(c)(1)(i) and (d)(2) 
pelagic and demersal indicator species regulations

• Remove the pelagic and demersal indicator species lists (tables 2 and 3 
of appendix A to 50 CFR part 635)

• This action would increase flexibility to fish for Council-managed species, 
resulting in economic benefits

• This action is expected to have neutral ecological impacts
 HMS and non-HMS target species continue to be quota-managed 

 Any increased catch or effort due to additional flexibility would be small in scale within 
restricted areas

 Vessels would deploy gear that has already been analyzed and authorized

 Regulations regarding HMS gear use in restricted areas would still be in effect and monitored 
via Vessel Monitoring Systems
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Proposed Rule: Non-Preferred Alternatives

Alternative 1: Status quo 

• Maintain the current pelagic and demersal indicator species 
regulations at 50 CFR 635.21(c)(1)(i) and (d)(2) 

• Maintain the pelagic and demersal indicator species lists (tables 2 
and 3 of appendix A to 50 CFR part 635)

Alternative 2

• Maintain the current pelagic and demersal indicator species 
regulations at 50 CFR 635.21(c)(1)(i) and (d)(2) 

• Update the pelagic and demersal indicator species lists (tables 2 
and 3 of appendix A to 50 CFR part 635)
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Request for Public Comments

Proposed rule published April 17, 2026

Comment period closes on May 29, 2026

Please submit comments at https://www.regulations.gov (Search “NOAA-
NMFS-2025-0669”)

For more information:

Action webpage: https://www.fisheries.noaa.gov/action/proposed-rule-
pelagic-and-demersal-indicator-species-regulations-atlantic-highly-
migratory

Contacts: Larry.Redd@noaa.gov and Carrie.Soltanoff@noaa.gov
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