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Dear Mr. Helies:
The Southern Shrimp Alliance (SSA) submits these comments on the proposed rule to extend the moratorium on the issuance of new federal commercial shrimp vessel permits in the Gulf for ten years, through October 26, 2036.[footnoteRef:1]  [1:  	See Fisheries of the Caribbean, Gulf of America, and South Atlantic: Extension of the Commercial Shrimp Permit Moratorium in the Gulf of America, 91 Fed. Reg. 54,841 (NMFS Aug. 25, 2026).] 

SSA represents the interests of the domestic warmwater shrimp industry, including fishermen, vessel owners, shoreside facilities, processors, and the coastal communities and working waterfronts that depend upon a viable U.S. shrimp fishery.
SSA supports the continuation of the moratorium. SSA does not believe that the U.S. commercial warmwater shrimp fishing fleet operating in the Gulf of America is overcapitalized. However, as NOAA Fisheries’ (NMFS) Federal Register notice recognizes, fishing vessels operating in federal waters in the Gulf experienced significant losses in 2023 corresponding “with deteriorating economic conditions for the shrimp fishery seen in recent years, including low shrimp prices, increased foreign competition, and rising operating costs.”[footnoteRef:2] These losses continued into 2024.   [2:  	Id. at 54,843. This increased foreign competition is due to unfairly-traded imports. Over the past two decades, the domestic shrimp industry has repeatedly established that unfairly-traded shrimp imports are materially injuring the U.S. industry. See, e.g. 70 Fed. Reg. 5,147 (Dep’t Commerce Feb. 1, 2005); 76 Fed. Reg. 23,972 (Dep’t Commerce Apr. 29, 2011); 82 Fed. Reg. 25,242 (Dep’t Commerce June 1, 2017); 88 Fed. Reg. 42,914 (Dep’t Commerce July 5, 2023); and 89 Fed. Reg. 104,982 (Dep’t Commerce Dec. 26, 2024). ] 

However, new trade remedies to address unfairly subsidized shrimp imports from Ecuador, India, and Vietnam and dumped shrimp imports from Indonesia, coupled with additional actions by the Administration to increase tariffs on imported goods, led to some recovery in the industry.[footnoteRef:3] The long-term maintenance of a level playing field in the U.S. shrimp market would be likely to result in new entrants. In result, because there is a reasonable possibility of recovery with a stabilized market, the continuation of the moratorium maintains the limited commercial value of a permit for current participants in the fishery.[footnoteRef:4] [3:  	The U.S. Supreme Court’s February 2026 decision in Learning Resources, Inc. v. Trump, 607 U.S. 229 (2026) invalidating the additional tariffs imposed under the International Emergency Economic Powers Act (IEEPA) and significant increases in fuel costs through 2026 have significantly eroded the progress made by the domestic shrimp industry in 2025.]  [4:  	“From 2022 through 2024, the median price of a Federal Gulf shrimp permit as estimated to be $5,250.” Fisheries of the Caribbean, Gulf of America, and South Atlantic: Extension of the Commercial Shrimp Permit Moratorium in the Gulf of America, 91 Fed. Reg. 54,841, 54,843 (NMFS Aug. 25, 2026).] 

At the same time, NMFS’s Federal Register notice understates the current condition of federal Gulf shrimp permit holders. As the agency recognizes, the Gulf Council “established a threshold of 1,072 Gulf shrimp permits in Amendment 17B to the Shrimp [Fishery Management Plan (FMP)] . . .”[footnoteRef:5] The notice explains that “currently there are approximately 1,200 valid or renewable Gulf shrimp permits.”[footnoteRef:6] In fact, as of the day of publication of the Federal Register notice, there were 1,182 “SPGM” permits identified in NMFS’s database of Southeast permit holders.[footnoteRef:7] Of these permits, 1,079 were designated as “mailed” (i.e., non-expired), 97 were designated as “expired,” and six were designated as “vessel sold.” Five of the 97 “expired” permits were scheduled to terminate on August 31, 2026.   [5:  	Id. at 54,842.]  [6:  	Id.]  [7:  	See https://appsportal.fisheries.noaa.gov/FOIA-Southeast. ] 

Consistent with the agency’s reporting regarding permits scheduled to terminate, on September 1st, the total number of “SPGM” permits identified in NMFS’s database fell by five to 1,177, of which 1,070 were designated as “mailed” (i.e., non-expired), 101 were designated as “expired,” and six remain designated as “vessel sold.” Six of the 101 “expired” permits are currently scheduled to terminate on September 30th. As of today (September 18th), some of the “expired” permits have been renewed and are now designated as “mailed,” with current totals indicating that there are 1,076 “mailed” permits, 95 “expired” permits, and 6 “vessel sold” designations.  
Accordingly, as of today, the agency’s database reports that there are just 1,076 non-expired SPGM permits, nearly at the threshold established in Amendment 17B of the Shrimp FMP. Although the 95 “expired” permits may still be renewed before their respective termination dates, the fact that Amendment 19 preliminarily claims that just 691 out of 1,287 vessels holding SPGMs in 2024 were active[footnoteRef:8] means that it is reasonable to conclude that most, if not all, of the “expired” permits will not be renewed. Moreover, it is even more likely that the six “expired” permits that continue to be scheduled for termination at the end of this month will terminate and the number of non-expired SPGM permits on October 1st will be below the threshold established in Amendment 17B of the Shrimp FMP. [8:  	See NOAA Fisheries, Shrimp Permit Moratorium: Amendment 19 to the Fishery Management Plan for the Shrimp Fishery in the Gulf, U.S. Waters (Mar. 16, 2026), available at: https://www.fisheries.noaa.gov/s3/2026-03/shrimp-amendment-19-transmit_final_03_26.pdf ] 

SSA recognizes that under improved market conditions, unrestricted open access could erase permit value, encourage excess investment, reduce catch per unit effort, and further weaken profitability. However, as currently administered, limited access has now become unmanaged attrition. A fishery that protects catch efficiency for a steadily shrinking number of permit holders, while losing the fishermen, vessels, processors, and infrastructure necessary to land and market domestic shrimp, is not achieving optimum yield or the greatest overall benefit to the Nation. Moreover, under this limited access system, complete recovery of the commercial shrimp fishing industry may now be precluded by a cap that is possibly already below the minimum permit threshold.
Thus, although SSA reaffirms its support for a commercial shrimp permit moratorium in the Gulf of America, as further discussed below, immediate consideration must be given to the impact of a moratorium on the grant of permits below the level of the minimum permit threshold. SSA believes that any final rule must be accompanied by prompt measures to convene the review panel described in Amendment 17B in order to maintain a workable pathway for qualified new entrants that maintains the economic value of existing permits.
The record shows substantial and continuing attrition
The proposed rule and Amendment 19 document a profound contraction of the Gulf shrimp fleet. Approximately 4,000 vessels fished for shrimp annually in federal Gulf waters before 2001.[footnoteRef:9] Between 2002 and 2006, NMFS issued permits to roughly 2,951 vessels, while issuing just 1,933 moratorium permits in 2008.[footnoteRef:10] Since then, the number of moratorium permits has declined inconsistently each year thereafter such that, by 2024, only 1,287 permits were valid or renewable.[footnoteRef:11] [9:  	See Fisheries of the Caribbean, Gulf of America, and South Atlantic: Extension of the Commercial Shrimp Permit Moratorium in the Gulf of America, 91 Fed. Reg. 54,841, 54,842 (NMFS Aug. 25, 2026).]  [10:  	See id.]  [11:  	See id.] 

As noted above, as of today, NMFS reports that just 1,177 permits are valid or renewable, of which over 95 are designated as “expired” but not yet terminated.[footnoteRef:12] A valid or renewable permit remains a transferable asset and may be sold independently or with a vessel. NMFS’s current practice of automatically terminating permits that have not been renewed has resulted in the permanent removal of nearly 40 percent[footnoteRef:13] of all moratorium permits in less than two decades.  This practice must now be reassessed. Temporary inactivity in commercial shrimping operations, including maintenance of permit status, may reflect retirement planning, vessel repairs, poor market conditions, illness, or other legitimate business circumstances. Rather than presuming that these permit holders have exited the industry, consideration should be given to allowing expired permits to remain part of the lawful permit pool unless affirmatively surrendered. [12:  	See https://appsportal.fisheries.noaa.gov/FOIA-Southeast. ]  [13:  	756/1,933 = .3911.] 

The existing threshold process requires immediate attention
Amendment 17B established a minimum threshold of 1,072 valid or renewable permits and directed that a review panel convene when the number reaches 1,175.[footnoteRef:14] Again, as of today, the number of permits that are valid or renewable is 1,177. That total will fall below 1,175 at the end of this month. Accordingly, the trigger for reviewing the threshold, the reserve pool, and other management measures will be reached prior to the expiration of the current moratorium, regardless of any extension. [14:  	“Once the minimum number of valid or renewable Gulf shrimp permits reaches 1,175, the Gulf Council (Council) will form a review panel to review the details of a permit pool and other options (GMFMC 2017).” NOAA Fisheries, Shrimp Permit Moratorium: Amendment 19 to the Fishery Management Plan for the Shrimp Fishery in the Gulf, U.S. Waters at 35 (Mar. 16, 2026).] 

SSA therefore requests that NMFS and the Council convene the review panel described in Amendment 17B. The panel should perform the functions already assigned to it: review whether the 1,072 threshold remains appropriate, examine the details needed for the reserve pool, and consider other management measures before the minimum threshold is reached.
Any extension should be paired with active oversight
NMFS acknowledges that the proposed extension would increase barriers to entry. The federal agency also acknowledges that Gulf shrimp stocks are healthy and that deteriorating fleet economics are driven principally by non-regulatory forces, including depressed shrimp prices, foreign competition from unfairly-traded imports, and rising operating costs. In 2023, when unfairly-traded imports were materially injuring the domestic industry, the proposed rule reports average net cash flow of negative $4,885 per vessel and average net operating revenue of negative $14,635 per vessel. Those conditions do not justify operating under any assumption that passive consolidation will result in the industry eventually returning to economic health.
SSA nevertheless continues to support an extension of the moratorium because open access could erase the value of existing permits, including permits held by participants who are not currently fishing and permits sold in tandem with vessels. It could also encourage overcapitalization if market conditions improve, while also reducing catch per unit effort and fleet profitability. An extension provides regulatory stability while the Amendment 17B review panel reassesses the minimum permit threshold. However, this regulatory stability must not be mistaken for an excuse to avoid expeditiously conducting a review of the stated minimum permit threshold.
New entrants and succession must be addressed
Permit transferability allows for entry in a technical sense, but it does not by itself provide a succession policy. NOAA reports a median permit transfer price of $5,250 from 2022 through 2024, but permit price is only one component of entry. A new fisherman must also acquire or finance a vessel and gear, obtain insurance, hire and retain crew, purchase fuel, obtain dock access, and operate in a market overwhelmed by low-priced imports. The aging of the existing fleet and the loss of multigenerational fishing businesses make these barriers especially consequential.
NMFS must evaluate whether current permit availability and transfer practices will allow younger fishermen, experienced crew members, and family successors to replace retiring operators. The agency should not equate the theoretical availability of a transferable permit with a functioning pathway into the fishery.
Any measures addressing entry or succession must respect existing permit ownership. Entry should continue through voluntary transfers, together with any reserve-pool process ultimately implemented under Amendment 17B for permits that have passed the renewal period and otherwise would be terminated.
SSA recommendations
1. Adopt an extension. Extend the moratorium to prevent a return to open access, protect permit value, maintain historical effort limits, and provide stability while the Council reassesses the permit threshold. 
2. Convene the review panel described in Amendment 17B. Because the current permit estimate is already at the 1,175 trigger, NMFS and the Council should convene the existing Amendment 17B panel to review the 1,072 threshold, the details of the reserve pool, and other appropriate management measures before the minimum is reached. 
3. Direct the panel to reassess the 1,072 threshold. The Amendment 17B panel should use current shrimp landings, effort, catch per unit effort, vessel economics, geographic coverage, processing capacity, working-waterfront needs, and the best available bycatch data. Active-vessel data should inform the analysis but should not be used to reduce the rights or value of valid or renewable permits held by non-active participants. 
4. Prepare the Amendment 17B reserve pool. The panel should complete the reserve-pool details contemplated by Amendment 17B so the process is ready if the permit total reaches 1,072. 
5. Report permit status and active participation separately. Publish annual counts of valid, renewable, active, transferred, expired, terminated, and reserve-pool permits, together with total, cumulative landings and days fished. NMFS should reconcile SERO records with trip-ticket data. 
6. Evaluate the entire domestic supply chain. Assess impacts on processors, docks, ice and fuel suppliers, vessel repair businesses, dealers, and coastal communities. The proposed rule’s analysis should not dismiss these consequences merely because they are characterized as indirect under the Regulatory Flexibility Act. 
7. Conduct a genuine new-entrant and succession analysis. Survey fleet age, retirement expectations, crew-to-owner pathways, vessel and insurance costs, financing constraints, permit availability, and regional access. The analysis should distinguish paper availability from practical accessibility. 
8. Require an interim review. Although the moratorium should be extended, because we are at the minimum permit threshold, complete a formal public review as soon as possible to determine whether the threshold, reserve pool, reissuance rules, or other provisions should be changed. 
9. Preserve adaptive authority. State clearly in the final rule that the Council may revise the threshold, activate or expand the reserve pool, reissue permits, or otherwise modify the program before the moratorium’s extension concludes if participation, domestic production, infrastructure, or community viability deteriorates.
Conclusion
SSA supports preventing a return to uncontrolled overcapacity, but fisheries management must balance catch efficiency with the survival, renewal, and productive capacity of the domestic shrimp industry. Gulf shrimp stocks are healthy, while unfairly-traded imports and operating costs are driving vessels from the fishery. Under these circumstances, continued permit attrition should not be treated as an unqualified economic benefit.
NMFS should adopt an extension while convening the review panel described in Amendment 17B, publishing the exact current SERO permit counts, reassessing the permit threshold, and completing the reserve-pool details contemplated by Amendment 17B. Throughout that process, NMFS must protect the validity, transferability, and asset value of permits held by both active and non-active participants.
Respectfully submitted,
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Blake Price
Executive Director
Southern Shrimp Alliance
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