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Introduction to Atlantic  
Highly Migratory Species (HMS) Management  
 
Atlantic Highly Migratory Species (HMS) include tunas, swordfish, sharks, and billfish and are 
managed by the National Marine Fisheries Service (NMFS) under the authority of the Secretary 
of Commerce, with consideration for the domestic and international aspects of these fisheries.   
 
The 2006 Consolidated Atlantic Highly Migratory Species Fishery Management Plan (HMS 
FMP) was developed for the integrated management of HMS within the Atlantic Ocean, which 
includes the Caribbean Sea, and Gulf of Mexico.  Consistent with the HMS FMP, NMFS 
recently updated and amended several regulations.  Important regulatory changes from previous 
versions of the Compliance Guide (August 16, 2010) include, but are not limited to, the 
following sections:  
 
• II.  Atlantic Tunas Regulations, Landing Restrictions: Upper and lower lobes of the tuna tail 

may be removed for storage purposes as long as the fork of the tail remains intact. 
• IV and VI.   Pelagic longline vessels are required to use weak hooks when fishing in the Gulf 

of Mexico 
• IX.  Commercial Tuna Fishing:  Pelagic Longline target catch requirements for bluefin tuna 

when fishing in the Northeast Distant Gear Restricted Area (NED). 
• VI.  Pelagic Longline, Bottom Longline, and Gillnet Gear Restrictions:  All vessels required 

to use Vessel Monitoring Systems (VMS) are required to have an Enhanced Mobile 
Transmitting Unit (E-MTU) VMS unit installed by a qualified marine electrician (effective 
January 1, 2012).  These E-MTU VMS units must also be used to declare target species, 
fishing gear, return port, and estimated time of landing (effective March 1, 2012).   

• VIII and XI. Commercial Shark Fishing and Charter Headboat Fishing: Vessels with pelagic 
longline gear onboard are not authorized to retain great hammerhead, scalloped hammerhead, 
smooth hammerhead, and oceanic whitetip sharks.  Vessels with charter/headboat permits 
cannot simultaneously possess great hammerhead, scalloped hammerhead, smooth 
hammerhead, and oceanic whitetip sharks if tunas, swordfish, and/or billfish are retained.       

• X. Commercial Swordfish Fishing: A new Incidental HMS Squid Trawl permit is available to 
all Illex squid moratorium permit holders that allows up to 15 North Atlantic swordfish to be 
retained per trip, subject to target catch requirements.   

 
This version of the Commercial Compliance Guide replaces all previous guides and is produced 
in compliance with section 212 of the Small Business Regulatory Enforcement Fairness Act.  
This guide is intended to provide a plain-language summary of how to comply with the HMS 
regulations for Atlantic tunas, swordfish, sharks, and billfish. 
 
Commercial fishermen must hold a federal permit in order to commercially harvest and sell 
Atlantic sharks, tunas, and swordfish.  Harvest of billfish (i.e., white or blue marlin, sailfish, and 
longbill spearfish) for commercial purposes is prohibited.  Recreational landings of white or 
blue marlin and sailfish are permitted when the vessel is in possession of a valid HMS 
Charter/Headboat permit, valid Atlantic Tunas General category permit, or an HMS angling 
permit, and participating in a registered Atlantic HMS tournament.  Please see the appropriate 
section(s) of this guide for more information on permitting and reporting requirements.  NMFS 
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does not facilitate the transfer of permits between vessels (i.e., new entrants in limited access 
fisheries are responsible for finding permit holders that who are interested in selling and 
transferring their permits).  
 
Atlantic HMS permit holders must abide by all applicable federal regulations, regardless of 
where fishing occurs, including in state waters.  However, when fishing in the waters of a state 
with more restrictive regulations, vessels must abide by the more restrictive state regulations.   
 
Since fishery rules frequently change, it is your responsibility as a fisherman to become familiar 
with the latest regulatory updates and to comply with the current official regulations.  For a 
comprehensive list of updated Atlantic HMS regulations, please refer to the ELECTRONIC 
CODE OF FEDERAL REGULATIONS (http://ecfrecfr.gpoaccess.gov/).  If there is a 
discrepancy between the summary in this document and the regulations in 50 CFR part 
635, the regulations will take precedence.   
      
For updates on Atlantic sharks or swordfish you may visit the HMS webpage at 
http://www.nmfs.noaa.gov/sfa/hms/ or call the HMS Management Division located in Silver 
Spring, Maryland at (301) 427-8503.  For updates on Atlantic tunas, such as bluefin tuna quota 
monitoring or retention limits, visit http://www.hmspermits.gov or call the Atlantic Tunas 
Information Line at (888) 872-8862.  For more detailed information on tunas, contact the HMS 
Management Division in Gloucester, Massachusetts at (978) 281-9260.    
 
To request a copy of a particular rule or for current updates, call the NMFS HMS Management 
Division at (301) 427-8503 or view the HMS website at http://www.nmfs.noaa.gov/sfa/hms/.  To 
stay up-to-date on HMS regulations, sign-up for the HMS email newsletter and listserv: 
Atlantic HMS News at http://www.nmfs.noaa.gov/sfa/hms/newslist/.   
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