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Background
Taxonomy

Order: Tetraodontiformes (cowfish, filefish, leatherjackets, pufferfish, triggerfish)

Family: Balistidae (filefish, triggerfish)
▶ Monophyletic group (McCord and Westneat 2016)
▶ 47 species of triggerfishes, including gray triggerfish (Balistes capriscus)

Nikolai Klibansky (NOAA) SEDAR 82 US SA Gray Triggerfish March 12, 2024 3 / 18

https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S1055790315002808


Background
Life cycle

Gonochoristic (separate sexes)

Spawn Apr - Sep (peak May - Aug) in
the US South Atlantic (Kelly, A.M.
2014)

700,000+ ≈ 0.6 mm eggs per spawn

Males build nests (simple sandy
depression)

Successful males form harems of up to
five females

Both sexes guard eggs in nests
(Simmons and Szedlmeyer 2012)

Female gray triggerfish guarding nest

(Simmons and Szedlmeyer 2012)
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https://sedarweb.org/documents/s41rd36-age-growth-and-reproduction-of-gray-triggerfish-balistes-capriscus-off-the-southeastern-u-s-atlantic-coast/
https://sedarweb.org/documents/s41rd36-age-growth-and-reproduction-of-gray-triggerfish-balistes-capriscus-off-the-southeastern-u-s-atlantic-coast/
https://www.ingentaconnect.com/content/umrsmas/bullmar/2012/00000088/00000002/art00002
https://www.ingentaconnect.com/content/umrsmas/bullmar/2012/00000088/00000002/art00002


Background
Life cycle

Eggs hatch in 24 − 48 hours (Simmons and Szedlmeyer 2012)

Larvae 2 − 3 mm at 6 days (Wells and Rooker 2004)

End of larval stage at 6 mm (Matsuura and Katsuragawa)

Juveniles first detected in Sargassum mats around 10 mm (Wells and Rooker 2004)

Larvae and juveniles remain in Sargassum mats for 4-7 months and then settle to benthic habitats
(Antoni and Saillant 2017)

Balistids in Sargassum (NOAA photo)

Length distribution of gray triggerfish in

Sargassum(Wells and Rooker 2004)
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https://www.ingentaconnect.com/content/umrsmas/bullmar/2012/00000088/00000002/art00002
https://www.ingentaconnect.com/content/umrsmas/bullmar/2004/00000074/00000001/art00007
https://www.jstage.jst.go.jp/article/jji1950/28/3/28_3_267/_pdf
https://www.ingentaconnect.com/content/umrsmas/bullmar/2004/00000074/00000001/art00007
https://sedarweb.org/documents/sedar-82-rd08-spatial-connectivity-in-an-adult-sedentary-reef-fish-with-extended-pelagic-larval-phase/
https://oceanexplorer.noaa.gov/facts/sargassum.html
https://www.ingentaconnect.com/content/umrsmas/bullmar/2004/00000074/00000001/art00007


Background
Distribution

Triggerfish species are distributed on coral or rock reefs in tropical to temperate
waters (McCord and Westneat 2016)

Gray triggerfish are found in the eastern Atlantic from Europe to West Africa,
and the Mediterranean, and in the Western Atlantic, in South, Central and
North America

Mitochondrial (Antoni et al. 2011) and microsatellite (Antoni and Saillant 2017)
DNA suggest that Gray Triggerfish are genetically homogeneous from the waters
off of east Texas in the Gulf of Mexico to South Carolina (i.e. the northern
extent of sampling in the western Atlantic)
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https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S1055790315002808
https://sedarweb.org/documents/sedar-82-rd07-genetic-variation-of-gray-triggerfish-in-u-s-waters-of-the-gulf-of-mexico-and-western-atlantic-ocean-as-inferred-from-mitochondrial-dna-sequences/
https://sedarweb.org/documents/sedar-82-rd08-spatial-connectivity-in-an-adult-sedentary-reef-fish-with-extended-pelagic-larval-phase/


Background
Distribution

US South Atlantic and Gulf of
Mexico

Southeast Regional Headboat
Survey catch records
(1973-2018)

▶ Distribution of gray
triggerfish caught by
recreational headboats

▶ cpue = n fish per 10,000
angler hours

▶ plotted on log10 scale
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Background
Distribution

US South Atlantic

Southeast Reef Fish Survey
(1990-2019)

▶ Data from
https://www2.dnr.sc.gov

▶ Raster shows number of
fish measured

▶ Distrubuted across the
southern area from Florida
to North Carolina

Chevron trap with mounted

cameras, baited with

clupeiods. (photo credit

SCDNR MARMAP)

SERFS gray triggerfish (1990−2019)
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https://www2.dnr.sc.gov/seamap/Reports/ReportCriteriaSelections?projName=REEFFISH


Background
Distribution

US North Atlantic

Northeast Fisheries Science Center bottom trawl survey (1963-2022)

Light blue indicates survey extent
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https://www.fisheries.noaa.gov/about/northeast-ecosystems-surveys


Background
Distribution

US North Atlantic

Northeast Area Monitoring and Assessment Program bottom trawl survey
(2007-2023)

Light blue indicates survey extent
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https://www.vims.edu/research/units/programs/multispecies_fisheries_research/neamap/
https://www.vims.edu/research/units/programs/multispecies_fisheries_research/neamap/


Background
Habitat and community

Found on “hardbottom” habitat, such as rock, coral reef, wrecks, consolidated
substrate and other structure

Typically present in mixed communities including other fisheries species

photo credit ncseagrant photo credit Emily Pickering
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https://ncseagrant.ncsu.edu/hooklinescience/how-much-ocean-floor-off-the-southeast-coast-do-natural-reefs-occupy/
https://coastalscience.noaa.gov/news/noaa-completes-potential-offshore-wind-energy-area-habitat-characterization-seafloor-mapping-north-carolina/


Background
Habitat and community

Cluster analysis of fisheries catch data from the US Southeast Atlantic Shertzer
and Williams 2008

Recreational headboat

1. Bank sea bass

2. Black sea bass

3. Gag grouper

4. Gray triggerfish

5. Greater amberjack

6. Knobbed porgy

7. Red porgy

8. Red snapper

9. Scamp grouper

10. Tomtate grunt

11. Vermilion snapper

12. White grunt

13. Whitebone porgy

Commercial handline (i.e. hook and line)

1. Black sea bass

2. Gag grouper

3. Gray triggerfish

4. Margate grunt

5. Red grouper

6. Red porgy

7. Red snapper

8. Scamp grouper

9. Vermilion snapper

10. White grunt
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https://aquadocs.org/bitstream/handle/1834/19909/shertzer2.pdf?sequence=1
https://aquadocs.org/bitstream/handle/1834/19909/shertzer2.pdf?sequence=1


Background
Habitat and community

Proportion of SERFS chevron trap survey catch by weight over time
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Background
Fisheries

Predominantly harvested with hook and line gear in both commercial and
recreational fleets

Typically caught in mixed fishery of multiple species

Fishing fleets include relatively many small boats

Recreational harvest is an increasing proportion of the catch over time as in
other species in the region (Shertzer et al 2019)

Bandit reels on a commercial vessel

Baker et al. 2016
photo credit NOAA
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https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1111/fme.12371?casa_token=945-JXILuYgAAAAA%3AeQGyoKG-qDEa94Fj_jhhe1nxzN8L38aRmzeTsi9lMuY52WoS1AeuCLCuKFQGqk1II07Dqosnfq0YZxTA
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/303390656_Potential_for_a_Simple_GPS-Based_Binary_Logit_Model_to_Predict_Fishing_Effort_in_a_Vertical_Hook-and-Line_Reef_Fish_Fishery
https://www.fisheries.noaa.gov/feature-story/2016-2017-recreational-fisheries-regional-roundtable-meetings


Background
Federal management history

Three US stocks: Gulf of Mexico, South Atlantic, and Puerto Rico (triggerfish
complex)

No management north of North Carolina waters

Detailed management history for the US South Atlantic is provided in Malone et
al. 2022
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https://www.fisheries.noaa.gov/species/gray-triggerfish/overview
https://sedarweb.org/documents/sedar-82-dw02-summary-of-management-actions-for-gray-triggerfish-balistes-capriscus-from-the-south-atlantic-as-documented-within-the-management-history-database/
https://sedarweb.org/documents/sedar-82-dw02-summary-of-management-actions-for-gray-triggerfish-balistes-capriscus-from-the-south-atlantic-as-documented-within-the-management-history-database/


Background
Federal management history

Commercial
▶ Annual catch limits (ACLs; 2012 - present)

- 272,880 - 312,325 lb
▶ Seasonal closures (2012 - 2020+)
▶ Retention limit: 1000 lb per trip (2015 - present)
▶ Minimum size limit

⋆ North Carolina, South Carolina, Georgia
- 12” FL (2015 - present)

⋆ Florida, east
- 12” TL (1995 - 2015)
- 14” FL (2016 - 2020 March)
- 12” FL (2020 April - present)

Nikolai Klibansky (NOAA) SEDAR 82 US SA Gray Triggerfish March 12, 2024 16 / 18



Background
Federal management history

Recreational
▶ Annual Catch Limits (ACLs; 2012 - present)

- 353,638 - 404,675 lb
▶ Seasonal closures (2014)
▶ Retention limit: - part of 20 fish snapper-grouper daily bag limit (1999 - present)

- up to 10 fish per day from one species (2020 - present)
▶ Minimum size limit

⋆ North Carolina, South Carolina, Georgia
- 12” FL (2015 - present)

⋆ Florida, east
- 12” TL (1995 - 2015)
- 14” FL (2016 - 2020 March)
- 12” FL (2020 April - present)
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Background
Assessment history

SEDAR 41, 2016 Benchmark assessment

SEDAR 82 research track assessment
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https://sedarweb.org/documents/sedar-41-stock-assessment-report-south-atlantic-gray-triggerfish/

	Background
	Taxonomy
	Life cycle
	Distribution
	Habitat and community
	Fisheries
	Federal management history
	Assessment history


