Fisheries &
Other Living Resources
BACKGROUND

A
The future of the
Bay’s fisheries depends
on the community’s
ability to restore and
protect productive
seagrass beds and
juvenile habitats such
as tributaries and
mangrove shorelines.
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healthy Sarasota Bay, diagnosed
by abundant and diverse
fish populations, a productive
recreational fishery and ample fish
habitat, contributes positively to
the local economy and adds to the
quality of life for residents and
visitors alike. Recreational fishing
is excellent, with the shallow waters
offering trout, redfish, snook, and
other delicious sport fish, while
commercial fishermen net striped
mullet during roe season. Sarasota
Bay is also home to Cortez village,
one of the oldest commercial fishing
centers in Florida. The future of
the Bay’s fisheries depends on the
community’s ability to restore
and protect productive seagrass
beds and juvenile habitats such as
tributaries and mangrove shorelines.
Conservative harvest is also
important in maintaining the vitality
of the fishery.
Fisheries managers recognize
that fish stocks depend on healthy
ecosystems. Fisheries regulations
now include provisions to identify
habitats essential to fish populations
and take steps to ensure that
those habitats remain healthy and
continue to support sustainable
fisheries. This emphasis on habitat
health and productivity brings a
broader ecosystem perspective to

traditional fishery management.
Insertion of essential fish habitat
provisions into fisheries management
has been an enormous undertaking.
Seagrass is perhaps the most
important fisheries habitat in
Sarasota Bay; a considerable
amount of research demonstrates
the importance of seagrass to
healthy fisheries. Seagrass meadows
are highly productive habitats
supporting an abundance of fish and
invertebrate species. Many fisheries
species are linked to seagrass at some
stage of their life cycle, while other
important food species are found in
seagrass beds.
Healthy oyster reefs, either
natural or restored, also provide
excellent habitat for fish and
invertebrates. In addition, oyster
reefs provide a number of ecosystem
services beneficial to a healthy Bay,
supporting a higher abundance and
diversity of fish than surrounding
unstructured habitats. Some fish
species are reef residents throughout
their lives, while other species
are either part-time or transient
residents. Healthy oyster reef
habitats yield substantial fish and
crab biomass each year.
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• Increasing seagrass acreage
through water quality
improvement projects
• Creating more hard bottom
habitats through the construction
of artificial reefs and oyster bars

Patti Cross

• Ramping up projects
to create and restore wetlands
(see Freshwater & Saltwater
Wetlands chapter, page 38 ) with
recent focus on a concept called
“living shorelines.”

Increased seagrass habitat has
occurred by improving water
clarity, thus allowing for better light
penetration through the water and
providing grasses the ability to grow
and spread naturally. In Sarasota
Bay, water quality improvement
projects have contributed to a 46percent increase in total seagrass
habitat since 1988. This recent
seagrass expansion served as the
basis for establishing new water
quality standards for nutrients.
The SBEP began developing
numeric nutrient criteria in 2009,
setting seagrass targets for each
of the five Bay segments and
proposing limits on nitrogen and
phosphorus concentrations to
achieve and meet these targets. The
standards the SBEP developed and
recommended for adoption were
incorporated into state regulations
by the FDEP in 2010 and federal
regulations by the EPA in 2012.
Seagrasses are now 46 percent above
1998 levels, with continuous coverage
up 180 percent (Figure 4, page 8).

DOD Conservation Program

Seagrass

Shoal grass.

Jimmy White

n 1995, the Sarasota Bay Estuary
Program concluded that loss of
seagrass habitat due to poor water
quality contributed to lower fish
catches in Sarasota Bay. Preliminary
studies found no evidence of overfishing by either commercial or
recreational anglers. The SBEP
focused on restoring vital habitats
rather than addressing fisheries
management issues. An early SBEP
study showed that propeller damage
to seagrass beds caused by boats
running aground could be reduced by
simply improving channel markings.
Today, the focus of this Action
Plan remains on improving fisheries
habitat by:

Many fisheries species are linked to
seagrass at some stage of their life.

Jimmy White

I

Living shorelines project, Bayfront, Sarasota. Seagrass beds and freshwater submerged aquatic vegetation are important feeding
sites for manatees.
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SBEP

Artificial Reefs

The SBEP has partnered
with both counties to
establish a network of
artificial reefs within
Sarasota Bay proper to
provide habitat for
Bay-dependent fish,
particularly juveniles of
offshore reef species.

SBEP

Deployment of a artificial reef ball
into Sarasota Bay.

Sarasota and Manatee counties
have had very successful artificial
reef programs for several decades.
The SBEP has partnered with both
counties to establish a network
of artificial reefs within Sarasota
Bay proper to provide habitat for
Bay-dependent fish, particularly
juveniles of offshore reef species
such as gag grouper and snapper.
Six existing Bay reefs (three in each
county) have been supplemented
with special reef material several
times over the past decade.
In 2006 and 2010, reefs were
enhanced with numerous “reef
balls,” semi-spherical concrete
structures with holes throughout
to attract fish. The reef balls
were deployed in a variety of
configurations to optimize
habitat efficiency.
In 2013, new reef modules
were engineered, constructed,
and deployed on these same
reefs. The centerpiece of these
new modules was the “deep
cover,” a mausoleum-like
structure intended to harbor
numerous gag grouper safely.
Monitoring of these reefs has
shown high utilization by fish
and crabs.

Manatee County

Small artificial reef balls on the Bay bottom.

Artificial reef locations are
shown on the map on page 16.

Sealife growth on artificial reefs.
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Fish sampling in Sarasota Bay.

Oyster Habitat

Bay proper. Using fossilized shell
from local mines, five quarter-acre
reefs were built at each location
between 2010 and 2013. Oyster
habitat monitoring began in 2011.
Fish utilization is being determined
annually by sampling reef-dependent
fish assemblages through a
partnership with the Florida Fisheries
Independent Monitoring (FIM)
program; reef-dwelling invertebrates
are also being assessed.
Oysters are widely recognized as
valued estuarine habitats. Oysters
provide food for people, fish,
and wildlife, and the structural
complexity of oyster reefs provides
habitat for many estuarine-

SBEP

The SBEP began exploring
opportunities to create new oyster
habitat in the 1990s. Through the
Technical Advisory Committee,
a comprehensive process of
identifying potential restoration
sites ultimately led to the selection
of two locations suitable in terms
of water quality, circulation, and
substrate- for establishing new
oyster beds. Construction of a pilot
reef began at White Beach in Little
Sarasota Bay in 2005. Monitoring
showed that oysters successfully
recruited and grew to sub-adult size
in two years, which led to a more
ambitious project at White Beach
and the Gladiola Fields in Sarasota

Oyster beds
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dependent organisms. Oysters help
improve water quality and clarity
by filtering large volumes of water.
In addition, shallow-water oyster
habitats help stabilize shorelines and
reduce erosion by breaking wave
and wake energy before it reaches
the shore.

Fisheries

While SBEP continues to restore
fisheries-dependent habitats, a
paucity of data exists on these
same fish populations; this lack
of information prevents us from
assessing whether habitat restoration
efforts are having a positive
impact, and jeopardizes our ability
to manage and protect existing
fish populations. The SBEP also
thought it important to monitor
local fish populations to determine
any regional differences in overall
fisheries composition compared
to adjacent estuaries (Tampa Bay
and Charlotte Harbor). For these
reasons, in 2009 the SBEP invited
the state FIM program to Sarasota
to include the Bay in its routine
fisheries monitoring. This program
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Dotty Motta

Shellfish

Shellfish – such as oysters, clams,
and scallops – are directly affected by
lost or deteriorating bottom habitat,
perhaps even more so than finfish.
In Sarasota Bay, shellfish harvesting
is limited to an area bayside of
Longboat Key; this area is designated
as “conditionally approved” based
on water quality conditions. It is
not expected that other areas in
Sarasota Bay will ever be open for
shellfish harvesting, particularly
along the mainland shorelines,
because of the higher likelihood
of bacterial contamination from
urban sources, primarily stormwater
runoff. However, restoring shellfish
populations is still important in
terms of water quality, because these
“filter feeders” have a great capacity
to cleanse impurities from the water.
The bay scallop, another locally
important shellfish species, was
considered in the “Comprehensive
Conservation Management Plan
2014” as far back as 1995. The
SBEP promoted early efforts to
relocate mature, adult scallops to
Sarasota Bay to form “spawner
sanctuaries,” with the intent that
they would spawn and populate
the Bay with offspring. Later, local
shellfish hatcheries were brought in
to produce millions of baby scallops
to seed the Bay. To date, these and
other efforts have met with marginal
success. A considerable roadblock
to scallop restoration continues to
be the persistent outbreaks of red
tide since 2006, which effectively
kill scallops along with finfish.
A comprehensive strategy to
understand all the mitigating factors

Dotty Motta

has already provided a wealth of
scientifically based information on
Sarasota Bay fisheries, and certain
patterns are starting to emerge.
(Please contact the SBEP office to
receive copies of the annual FIM
reports for Sarasota Bay).
Each year, the FIM program
collects more than 100,000 fish
from Sarasota Bay; pinfish and bay
anchovies dominate the annual
catch. General patterns in fish
community structure from the first
three years (2009 to 2011) tend to
separate into three groupings: small
Sarasota embayments (Roberts, Little
Sarasota, and Blackburn bays); larger
Bay segments closely linked to the
Gulf of Mexico and receiving little
direct freshwater inflow (Sarasota
Bay); larger Bay segments not linked
closely to the Gulf and receiving
large amounts of freshwater inflow
(Palma Sola Bay and others in
adjacent estuaries). Preliminary
analyses show that Sarasota Bay fish
contained low levels of mercury, a
toxic metal that bio-accumulates in
fish tissue; these levels were similar
to levels in fish from Tampa Bay and
Charlotte Harbor.

Bay scallop.

(water quality, habitat, circulation,
predation, etc.) that go into a
successful bay scallop restoration
strategy for Sarasota Bay is
currently being developed through
a partnership with Mote Marine
Laboratory.

Tidal Creeks

Finally, the SBEP is currently
managing a comprehensive study
of local and regional tidal creeks
that will ultimately result in a
management plan for protecting
these creeks, which provide valuable
juvenile fisheries habitat. The study
is designed to understand the
relationship between water quality
conditions (particularly nutrients)
and their response variables
(chlorophyll, algae, and dissolved
oxygen). These water quality
relationships are then combined
with the unique nursery habitat
characteristics these tidal tributaries
provide, thus creating a total picture
of what is necessary to protect this
vulnerable life stage of our more
important recreational fish species.

Hermit crab.
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ACTION PLAN
GOAL:
Restore and sustain fish and
other living resources in
Sarasota Bay.

POLICIES:
Increase and protect fishery
habitat, particularly for
juveniles of recreationally
and commercially important
species. Protect existing
fish populations.

Finfish
OBJECTIVE 1.0:
Improve tributary habitats of
Sarasota Bay with a special
emphasis on juvenile life stages.

ACTION 1.1:

Identify salinity zones within
the tributaries.

ACTION 1.2:

Prioritize restoration projects within
tributaries as to their potential for
increasing critical juvenile habitat
(restoring the balance).

ACTION 1.3:

ACTION 2.4:

Install seawall habitat modules along
seawalls where appropriate.

2.4.1:

Encourage private-sector
manufacturing and marketing of
the most effective designs for
these modules.

2.4.2:

Encourage homeowners to
volunteer their seawalls and
shoreline for projects. Encourage
their participation through
education, incentives, and
permitting assistance.

Characterize, delineate, and quantify
shoreline features (habitats) within
the tributaries.

ACTION 1.4:

Develop methods/measures to
quantify improvements to
juvenile fisheries.
Jimmy White

OBJECTIVE 2.0:
Increase available habitats for fish
in Sarasota Bay.

ACTION 2.1:

Mangrove snappers.

Educate the public on the need for
improved fishery habitats.

ACTION 2.2:

DOD Conservation Program

Restore, enhance, and protect the
value of freshwater and saltwater
wetlands as fishery habitats.

ACTION 2.3:

Improve Sarasota Bay tributaries
to restore the value of juvenile
fisheries habitats.

Turtlegrass.
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ACTION PLAN (continued)
2.4.3:

Develop measures to demonstrate
restoration effectiveness to increase
acceptability by permitting agencies.

2.4.4:

Sponsor a workshop to review
research, share ideas, develop criteria,
and discuss permitting issues.

ACTION 2.5:

Explore opportunities for living
shorelines throughout the Sarasota
Bay area.

2.5.1:

Sponsor community workshops on
living shorelines.

OBJECTIVE 3.0:
Protect existing fish populations.

Wikimedia Commons

ACTION 3.1:

Clams.

Establish a conservation area
near Sister Keys with limited
access or activity.

ACTION 3.2:

Shellfish
OBJECTIVE 4.0:
Restore and enhance shellfish
populations and their habitats.

ACTION 4.1:

Reduce levels of contaminants in
tributaries and restore natural stream
flows to creeks and streams (see
Stormwater Treatment & Prevention
Action Plan on page 32, Objective 2.0).

ACTION 4.2:

Establish oyster reefs in appropriate
locations in Sarasota Bay.

ACTION 4.3:

Support the re-establishment of bay
scallops with appropriate monitoring.
Continue bay scallop seeding where
water quality has improved.

ACTION 4.4:

Educate the public about
the regulations regarding
shellfish harvesting.

Promote catch-and-release and
other angling practices to
increase conservation.

Bottom Habitats

ACTION 3.3:

Protect seagrasses from scarring by
boat propellers.

ACTION 5.1:

Improve channel marking on
the Intracoastal Waterway and
connector channels.

Manatee County

Seek designation of Sarasota Bay
as a test area for enhanced fisheries
management measures combined
with careful monitoring. Establish a
baseline for relative fish abundance
and diversity within Sarasota Bay.

OBJECTIVE 5.0:

Hermit crab.
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Maximize opportunities for
re-establishing and protecting seagrass
habitat throughout Sarasota Bay.

ACTION 6.1:

Establish or exceed seagrass targets
and meet water quality targets for the
maintenance of seagrass acreage in
designated areas.

ACTION 6.2:

Enforce boat speed limits in Sarasota
Bay watershed to reduce turbidity.

ACTION 6.5:

Repair seagrass scarring where
appropriate – (Note: Seagrass acreage
has increased by approximately 4,040
acres since 1988; continuous seagrass
coverage has increased by more than
5,158 acres. Seagrass is presently
47 percent above 1988 levels.)

Amberjack.

OBJECTIVE 8.0:

Implement water quality
improvement strategies to increase
productive seagrass habitat (see
Wastewater Treatment & Reclamation
Action Plan on page 24 and
Stormwater Treatment & Prevention
Action Plan on page 32).

Implement the Artificial Reef
Master Plan.

ACTION 6.3:

Document reef habitat quality.

ACTION 8.1:

Re-examine the artificial reef master
plan every five years.

ACTION 8.2:
ACTION 8.3:

Establish targets for artificial reefs.
(Note: Fifty acres of Sarasota Bay have
been enhanced by artificial reefs.)

Jimmy White

Using appropriate techniques, restore
seagrass habitat in selected areas of
disturbed excavated Bay bottom by
using dredge material as applicable,
to elevate the bottom to within
six feet of mean sea level, pending
outcome of demonstration project.

Barry Fackler

OBJECTIVE 6.0:

ACTION 6.4:

National Oceanic & Atmospheric Administration

Seagrass

Beneath the mangroves.
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Turtlegrass.
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James Sweiderk

PERFORMANCE MEASUREMENTS & RESULTS

Stone crab.

In 1995, performance
measurements were established
to evaluate fisheries and other
living resources of Sarasota Bay.

MEASURE #1:
Biological monitoring will show
improvements in quality and
quality of fisheries and habitats.

RESULTS 1.1:

Fisheries-independent monitoring
has shown good species diversity
and quantities in Sarasota Bay.

RESULTS 1.2:
Manatee County / Fred Loveland

Data collected on restoration sites
show reasonable productivity.
Anecdotal reports indicate
increases in the quantity of
finfish available to recreational
anglers. The FIM data suggests an
abundance and diversity of finfish
in Bay waters. The appearance of
scallops may suggest improving
water quality conditions.

Recreational fishing opportunities
have increased with the 32 ecological
parks that have been established
throughout Sarasota Bay.

RESULTS 1.5:

Nine artificial reefs have been created
for angler use, and 4,000 acres of
seagrass have increased habitat for
fish species.

RESULTS 1.6:

Oysters appear to be increasing
in numbers in the Bay.

MEASURE #2:
Biological monitoring will show
increases in scallop populations.

RESULTS 2.1:
Scallop populations in the Bay
were re-identified and increased in
significant numbers in 2008, but
have been marginally present since.

James Sweiderk

Snook catch.

RESULTS 1.3:

RESULTS 1.4:

Sarasota Bayfront.
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Mote Marine Laboratory

Programs sponsored by the SBEP
and its major government partners
have increased the Bay’s productivity
through the re-establishment of vital
juvenile fish habitat.

Loggerhead sea turtle.

SBEP

standards related to maintenance of
seagrass and water quality targets
also resulted in modification of this
action plan. Water quality standards
have been adopted into state and
federal law to protect seagrasses and
maintain full aquatic life support
and use.
The Sarasota County Commission
decision to withdraw the permit
application to reopen Midnight
Pass also resulted in deletion of
elements of the action plan related to
the consideration of its reopening.

Jimmy White

Jimmy White

In 1995, it was acknowledged
that for Sarasota Bay fisheries
to recover, water quality and
habitats, particularly for juvenile
fish, must be improved. Water
quality and seagrass throughout the
Bay have responded favorably to
implementation of the wastewater
and stormwater action plans
outlined in 1995, while wetland
restoration and establishment of
reef habitats resulted in improved
juvenile habitats. Success in
implementing the CCMP has
resulted in major changes in the
objectives outlined in the fisheries
action plan.
These changes focus on the
identification of critical habitats
in the tributaries, along with the
delineation of shoreline and other
vital habitats in the tidal creeks
and tributaries. It is expected that
the changes will focus residents on
supporting changes in seawalls and
other shoreline habitats, including
the use of living shorelines as an
alternative to hardened shorelines.
Since many of the elements
related to protection of seagrasses
had been completed, such as
channel markings and improved
circulation, these elements were
deleted from the updated CCMP.
The establishment of water quality
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BAY STEWARDSHIP

SBEP

HOW YOU CAN HELP:
As a Recreational Angler:

As a Property Owner:

• Practice catch and release,
keeping only fish within the legal
size limits.

• Explore replacing hardened
seawalls with living shorelines
featuring native plants.

As a Boater:

• Avoid pruning mangroves.
• Help reduce nitrogen
pollution by following county
fertilizer ordinances.

• Use channel markers and
current navigational charts
to avoid running aground or
destroying seagrass beds with
motor props.

• Practice Bay-friendly
landscaping.

As a Civic Group Member
or Educator:
• Promote environmental
stewardship.

• Contact the SBEP
about presentations that
can help raise awareness
about protecting local fish
populations and related topics.

• Prevent oil, gas, and
chemical spills.
• Pick up any trash or debris
for proper recycling or disposal.

SBEP

Patti Cross

• Obey speed limits and no- wake
zones to reduce turbidity
(cloudiness) in the water and
avoid collisions with manatees
grazing underwater.
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