
 
URGENT ACTIONS NEEDED TO SAVE BELIZE’S NASSAU GROUPER FISHERY 
  

Nassau grouper were once abundant in Belize and 

throughout the Caribbean.  Fishermen caught 2 tons of 

Nassau grouper each day from the Caye Glory spawning 

site in 1960, but in 2001, divers spotted only 21 Nassau 

Grouper at this site. After the Mauger Caye site was 

fished out in Turneffe, fishers found a new site at Dog 

Flea Caye in 1999-2000, when 6 fishers took Bz$35,000 

worth of Nassau groupers. In the 2001 season, 16 fishers 

showed up but found only about $8,000 worth, followed 

by 3 fishers taking $500 worth in 2002. Nassau groupers 

have been over-fished throughout the Caribbean, have 

disappeared completely from some reefs, and have been 

listed as an endangered species.  
 

Recent national surveys of historical aggregation sites 

found only two still have over 1,000 Nassau Grouper 

each (at Lighthouse & Glovers), which still represents 

less than 20% of the 1970’s population. Most of the other 

sites have less than 20 Nassau grouper, although a few 

sites have about 100. It is unknown whether the groupers 

will ever return to abandoned spawning sites, but only a 

rapid conservation effort can possibly bring them back. 

 
Effects of Fishing - Hand-line & spear fishing are very 

damaging to spawning aggregations.  Traditional hand-

line fishers can remove more than 10% of male & female 

fish from a spawning aggregation, and tag returns show 

that spear fishing over the balance of the year can 

remove as much as 14% of the adults from a local 

population. Fisheries models developed with local data 

indicate that the current level of fishing will wipe out 

Belize’s population by 2013. Nassau groupers spend 

most of the year in their chosen territory at their parent 

reef; they don't move to replenish other reefs.  Tagging 

studies at Glovers indicate that only 3% of the Nassau 

groupers spawning there left the atoll after spawning.   

Proposed Actions: Thus we need both site protection for 

spawning sites (which exist due to their unique physical / 

environmental characteristics) and other management 

measures throughout the year in order to save these fish 

from virtual extinction and revitalize the fishery. The 

recommendation of a coalition of conservation groups is 

for both of the first options (below), although any 

combination of options would likely assist recovery. 
 

Species Protection Spawning Site Protection 
1)  Total closure of fishery 
for Nassau grouper  
throughout Belize 

1) Year-round closure of 
14 known spawning sites1 
for Nassau grouper  

2)  No spear fishing in 
MPAs; Nassau grouper 
closed season and ban on 
‘live’ trade  

2)  Year-round closure of 8 
known viable spawning 
sites2 for Nassau grouper  

 

Economics and Alternatives - The catch of Nassau 

groupers during the spawning season represents only a 

minor component of the annual income of a few fishers.  

For example, the January 2001 season fishery yielded 

gross revenue Bz$5,200 between 14 fishers at Glover's 

Reef; and, less than $16,000 for 40 fishers across the 

entire country (these data ignore fishing costs). 
 

Fishermen of spawning aggregations have already been 

given preferential access to training in SCUBA diving, 

sport fishing (guiding), fisheries research techniques and 

employment for monitoring and surveillance at the 

spawning sites, and NGO’s are committed to long-term 

continuation and expansion of these efforts. The income 

expended on these activities over the past year totaled 

over $100,000. The money to be spent on fisher training 

and employment in the upcoming season is over 

$150,000; almost 10 times the value of the current 

spawning site fishery. A study of Fish Aggregating 

Devices (FADs) to be implemented next year should 

provide a new offshore fishery that will offset the small 

financial losses from spawning sites. If strong actions are 

not taken now, Belize’s fishers will lose this fishery in 

the near future.     

                                                 
1 See Map (reverse); these sites were endorsed for full closure by the 
Spawning Aggregation Working Group 
2 Noted with * on map; “viable” refers to sites with some groupers 
present, or to historically very productive sites. 



 

 


