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Overarching Goals for Apalachicola Bay

Overarching goals
* Restore 2,000 acres by 2032
* Re-establish oyster fishery with long term clutching program

Path forward

* Short-term steps:
* Limited opening of the fishery
* Conductrestoration (contingent on funding)
 Continue to keep some areas closed

* Near and long-term steps:
* Secure funding for restoration and maintenance
* Annual budget between $30-$55 million (contingent on funding)



Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
For Apalachicola Bay, FWC has two primary restoration goals. 

The first is to restore 2,000 acres of oyster reefs by 2032. The second is to re-establish an oyster fishery with a long-term cultching program. 

The path forward to achieve these goals includes short, near and long-term steps.

In the short term, a limited reopening of the fishery is possible. Limiting harvest through adaptive management reduces the risk of overharvest while allowing access to this culturally important fishery. Restoration must continue in the bay, with funding provided by the state. The amount of restoration that can occur on an annual basis will be contingent on funding. Lastly, we intend to keep reefs closed if they do not have an abundance of oysters that we think can sustain harvest. 

For the near and long-term, we will continue to seek out funding for restoration and maintenance of harvested reefs.  In order to achieve our goal by 2032, this will require an annual budget between $30-$55 million. 




Why is FWC Considering Rulemaking?

* Old harvest regulations do not match the current state of the resource
* Many estuaries in Florida have lost 80-90% of oyster reefs
* Apalachicola Bay's oysters collapsed in 2013

* Apalachicola Bay's oyster fishery closed in 2020

e Closureis scheduled to sunseton
January 1, 2026



Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
FWC is considering rulemaking in support of those goals and for the benefit of the resource and stakeholders statewide.  

The reality is that some of the current oyster harvest regulations no longer reflect the current state of the resource. Florida has experienced a dramatic 80-90% decline in oyster reefs, including the iconic Apalachicola Bay. The 2013 collapse of oysters in Apalachicola Bay resulted in a closure, scheduled to end in 2026. 





Public Workshops to Inform Rule Development

 Apalachicola-April 15
* Pensacola-April 16
e CedarKey-April 22
* St. Augustine — April 29

* Virtual-May 1
. Three Virtual
* Apalachicola-June 3 Workshops

* Virtual-Juneb5 —

 Virtual-June 26 Ll




Objectives for Proposed Rules

Apalachicola Bay
 Create a new management framework for oyster harvest
* Establish ecological threshold to open reefs
* Allow conservative harvest levels to support long-term success
* Provide commercial and recreational harvest opportunities
* Resume cultching program for harvested reefs

Statewide

* Reduce removals of undersized oysters and substrate from reefs to
minimize reef loss



Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
We used stakeholder feedback to help inform our proposed rules.  These rules would implement the short-term step of a limited opening of the Apalachicola Bay oyster fishery as well as address some statewide issues.

For Apalachicola Bay, the objectives of the proposed rules would be to create a new management framework for oyster harvest that includes establishing an ecological threshold to open reefs, allowing conservative harvest levels to support long-term success, providing opportunities to both commercial and recreational oyster harvesters, and resuming a cultching program to add material to harvested reefs. 

The objective for the statewide rule proposals would be to reduce the removal of undersized oysters and substrate from oyster reefs by reducing the tolerances for undersized oysters and culled materials within bags. 




Recommendation for Proposed Management Framework

Establish a process for determining when to open a reef and setting reef-specific harvest limits
* Establish a procedure for distributing annual harvest limits (bag tags) to participants
« Commercial
* Recreational
* Season: Oct. 1 through end of February (first season Oct. 1, 2026)
e Commercial: Monday - Friday
 Recreational: Saturday — Sunday
* Establish Commercial Apalachicola Bay (AB) endorsement
* Option 1: Maximize individual opportunity
 Option 2: Maximize number of participants
* Qualifications: Individual or Crew SPL, Shellfish (BV) endorsement, Florida resident, prior landings
(year 1 only)
* Establish Apalachicola Bay Recreational Oyster (ABRO) permit
* Issuedthrough lottery each year
* Mandatory reporting and landing locations
* Re-establish cultching program (dependent on funding)
 Update statewide culling requirements and undersized oyster tolerances
Rule clean-up
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Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
FWC monitors oysters in the bay, including density on particular reefs. This map shows what we found in 2025. 

The dark red areas represent suitable oyster habitat present in the bay, which totals about 500 acres. This is a 95% decline from the estimated 10,000 acres that once existed.

The points on this map represent what we found during the 2025 monitoring performed by FWC. The legend is based on the FDACS Standard Oyster Resource Management Protocol.

The green dots represent oyster densities that the FDACS Protocol suggests could allow sustainable harvest (More than 400 bags per acre)
The red dots represent oyster densities that the protocol suggest could not allow sustainable harvest

Additionally, the black star refers to areas where monitoring found no legal oysters were present.


Next Steps

Proposed Rule Hearing

* August 13-14 FWC Commission Meeting in Havana, FL
* Learn more: MyFWC.com/about/commission/commission-meetings/

Ways to Comment

e Submit comments online
(www.MyFWC.com/SaltwaterComments)

* Email us at Marine@MyFWC.com
* Attend August 2025 Commission meeting



https://myfwc.com/about/commission/commission-meetings/
https://myfwc.com/about/commission/commission-meetings/
https://myfwc.com/about/commission/commission-meetings/
http://www.myfwc.com/saltwatercomments
mailto:Marine@MyFWC.com

The following slides are considered backup
material and are not anticipated to be part of the
actual presentation




Apalachicola Bay Regulations

Regulations prior to closure

Seasons

Summer: Jun. 1 -Aug. 31
Winter: Sept. 1 — May 31

Monitoring closure

< 300 bags per acre: closed Fri-Sun

Commercial licenses

SPL, Bivalve Endorsement, Bay License

Recreational license

Saltwater fishing license

Bag limit *

Commercial: 2 bags *
Recreational: 5 gallons

Minimum size limit

3” (undersized tolerance:
15% attached, 5% unattached)

Allowable gear

Tongs or by hand

FDACS Shellfish
Harvesting Areas

Harvest prohibited from closed areas;
temporary closures possible

FDACS processing

Oysters must be delivered to certified

dealer by certain times. Varies seasonally.

* Bag limits modified by FWC Executive Orders

e Harvest closed until
Jan. 1, 2026

* FWC considering new
regulations for when
harvest reopens



Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
This table is an overview of oyster regulations that were in place for Apalachicola Bay at the time of the closure.

To accommodate year-round oyster harvesting in Apalachicola Bay, portions of the Bay were seasonally-rotated which allows certain areas to only be open during a summer or winter harvest season.  These areas were termed “winter bars” and “summer bars.” This is also based on seasonal closures of the shellfish harvesting areas by FDACS.

In Apalachicola Bay, regular monitoring of the oyster bars was done to assess oyster populations. If monitoring showed adult populations had declined below 300 bags per acre, harvest was prohibited from Friday through Sunday.

For commercial harvest, a valid saltwater products license (SPL) was needed, as well as a shellfish endorsement, obtained through FDACS. For harvesting in Apalachicola Bay, an Apalachicola Bay Oyster Harvesting License was required. Having this Apalachicola license exempted those harvesters from needing a shellfish endorsement. For recreational harvest, a saltwater fishing license was required.

The bag limit was modified often leading up to the closure, with a limit of 2 bags for commercial and 5 gallons for recreational harvest in place at the time of the closure.

Harvest was also prohibited from waters that were closed due to seafood consumption safety concerns. Additionally, oysters had to be delivered to certified dealers by certain times, depending on the time of year. FDACS is responsible for assessing and closing harvest areas, and the time/temperature matrix for delivery of harvested oysters to certified dealers.


Establish AB Harvest Levels

Purpose: Reduce likelihood of overharvest as ecosystem continues recovery

Potential harvest level: 10% of legal-sized oysters on open reefs
 Set annually and published on FWC website prior to season start

* Similar approach used by other states (examples: Alabama, Mississippi)

* Example based on 2025 data:

Oyster Reef Reef Size (acres) |Density (bags/acre) | Harvest Level (bags)
Cat Point NFWF 18 571 1,042
Cat Point Spur 12 400 498
Easthole 43 541 2,318
Peanut Ridge 21 529 1,086
Total 94 -- 6,330

Harvest level would apply to commercial and recreational harvest



Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
To prevent overharvest, FWC staff recommend limiting the total take of oysters from the Bay. This reduces the likelihood of overharvest as the ecosystem continues to recover. Additionally, a conservative amount of harvest increases the chances of oyster reefs being opened the following season, allowing a long-term fishery. 

FWC is considering setting the harvest level at 10% of legal-sized oysters on reefs opened to harvest to establish the annual harvest levels. Limits for each open reef would be set annually and published on FWC’s website prior to the season state. This management strategy is similar to approaches by other states, including Alabama and Mississippi. 

The table on the slide provides the number of bags that could be harvested with a 10% harvest level from the four reefs in Apalachicola Bay with over 400 bags of legal-sized oysters per acre based off 2025 monitoring. In total, 6,330 bags would be allowed for harvest in this example. 


Earning Potential for Commercial Harvesters
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Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
This slide is from FWC public workshops held in the spring of 2025. This figure illustrates the earning potential for commercial harvesters using 2025 monitoring data and allowing 5% harvest on open reefs. The vertical axis is dockside value, assuming wholesalers will pay $100 per bag. The horizontal axis is the number of harvesters. Recall that, between the four reefs meeting the 400 bags/acre threshold in 2025, there were 2,472 bags available for harvest.

The green line shows that the more harvesters allowed into the fishery, the individual dockside value is less. When only five harvesters are in the fishery, each may make almost $50,000 each. But when you allow 55 harvesters, each may only make almost $5,000.

When considering the two options for entry into the fishery described on the previous slide, keeping the fishery to only 10 harvesters allows for each of those 10 to make about $25,000. But with option 2, where all who apply and meet the qualifications receive an endorsement, the amount each harvester could make would be less.
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Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
This figure reiterates how Florida’s wild-harvest commercial fishery harvest fluctuated from the mid-1990s through 2012, and how these fluctuations ended with a sharp decline in 2013 due to the collapse in Apalachicola Bay.

This figure also demonstrates the dominance Apalachicola Bay has had on the state’s oyster fishery. Dating back to 1995, oyster harvest in Florida was primarily done in Franklin and Wakulla counties in the Panhandle, Levy County in the Big Bend, and St Johns County in the northeast part of the state. Levy County surpassed Franklin County in years leading up to the 2020 closure of Apalachicola Bay.

Since the 2020 closure, harvest hotspots are Levy and Dixie Counties in the Big Bend, as well as St Johns County in northeast Florida.
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Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
A similar drop in harvester participation in Apalachicola Bay also occurred. While peaking in 2011, only 52 harvesters landed oysters in 2020.


Apalachicola Oyster Habitat

Mapping data show a 95% decline in oyster habitat

- Current Oyster Reef
- Historical Oyster Habitat

- Land



Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
As previously mentioned, habitat loss is a main driver of the decline of oysters in Florida. This figure highlights the dramatic loss of oyster habitat in the Bay. The blue areas represent the historical extent of oyster habitat. The much smaller, red areas represent suitable oyster habitat that is currently present. Although suitable, oyster densities on these red areas are low with relatively few legal-sized oysters present.

Based on recent mapping, these red areas total about 500 acres. This is a 95% decline from the estimated 10,000 acres that once existed.


FWC Oyster Regulations

Apalachicola Bay (at time of closure)

Elsewhere

Seasons

Summer: Jun. 1 -Aug. 31
Winter: Sept. 1 - May 31

Wakulla, Dixie, Levy counties: Sept. 1 — May 31
Remaining counties: Oct. 1 -Jun. 30

Monitoring closure

< 300 bags per acre: closed Fri-Sun

N/A

Commercial licenses

SPL, Bay License

SPL, Shellfish endorsement

Recreational license

Saltwater fishing license

Bag limit *

Commercial: 2 bags *
Recreational: 5 gallons

Commercial: 20 bags
Recreational: 2 bags

Minimum size limit

3” (undersized tolerance: 15% attached, 5% unattached)

Allowable gear

Tongs or by hand

FDACS training

Commercial: Shellfish Harvester & Aquaculture Training Course

FDACS closures

Harvest subject to daily closures for seafood safety concerns

FDACS processing

Oysters must be delivered to certified dealer by certain times. Varies seasonally.

* Bag limits modified by FWC Executive Orders. These limits were in place prior to closure



Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
This figure is an overview of Florida oyster regulations, including regulations that were in place at the time of the closure of Apalachicola Bay.

To accommodate year-round oyster harvesting in Apalachicola Bay, portions of the Bay were seasonally-rotated which allows certain areas to only be open during a summer or winter harvest season.  These areas were termed “winter bars” and “summer bars.”

In Apalachicola Bay, regular monitoring of the oyster bars was done to assess oyster populations. If monitoring showed adult populations had declined below 300 bags per acre, harvest was prohibited from Friday through Sunday.

For commercial harvest, a valid saltwater products license (SPL) is needed, as well as a shellfish endorsement, obtained through FDACS. For harvesting in Apalachicola Bay, however, an Apalachicola Bay Oyster Harvesting License was required. Having this Apalachicola license exempted those harvesters from needing a shellfish endorsement. For recreational harvest, a saltwater fishing license is required.

The current bag limit is 20 bags per day for commercial harvest, and 2 bags per day for recreational harvest. FWC has heard from stakeholders throughout the state that reaching the bag limit is becoming increasingly difficult.

FDACS is responsible for administering training for harvesters, assessing and closing harvest areas for seafood consumption safety concerns, and the time/temperature matrix for delivery of harvested oysters to certified dealers.

We are hoping that this evening, you will give us feedback on whether and how we should update these regulations. This will include feedback on changes that would address regulations that are challenging to enforce, like size limits and culling of bags.


	Apalachicola Bay Oyster Management and Statewide Rule Development
	Overarching Goals for Apalachicola Bay
	Slide Number 3
	Public Workshops to Inform Rule Development
	Slide Number 5
	Recommendation for Proposed Management Framework
	Slide Number 7
	Slide Number 8
	Slide Number 9
	Slide Number 10
	Slide Number 11
	Slide Number 12
	Slide Number 13
	Slide Number 14
	Slide Number 15
	Slide Number 16

