
History and Background of 
Deep-Sea Coral Research & 
Technology Program (DSCRTP)
• Mission
• Implementation
• Objectives
• Project Selection Criteria
• Sample 3-year Science Plan



U.S. Department of Commerce | National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration | National Marine Fisheries ServicePage 2

NOAA’s Deep-Sea Coral (and Sponge) 
Research and Technology Program
Mission: provide scientific information needed 
to conserve and manage deep-sea coral and 
sponge ecosystems

• Magnuson-Stevens Fisheries Conservation and 
Management Act 2007 (sec 408 and 303.b.2)

• Involvement from NOS, NMFS, OAR, & NESDIS
• Part of NOAA Coral Reef Conservation Program
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Research and Management
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Congressionally Mandated Program
MSA SEC. 408(a)

1. Identify existing research and known locations of DSCs
2. Locate and map DSCs
3. Monitor activity where DSC are known or likely to occur
4. Conduct research, including cooperative research, on DSC and 

related species, and on survey methods
5. Develop technologies or methods to reduce interactions between 

fishing gear and deep-sea corals
6. Prioritize areas where DSCs occur, and where modeling or other 

methods predict presence
Submit information to the appropriate Councils
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National DSCRTP Implementation
• Rotating funds through regions

● SE Region (2009-2011)
● West Coast (2010-2012) & (2018-2021)
● Alaska (2012-2014) & (2020-2023)
● NE Region (2013-2015)
● US Pacific Islands (2015-2017)
● Caribbean and Gulf of Mexico (2016-2019)

• Dedicated funding for Alaska DSCS research:
● ~$200k for 2020 
● ~$1M per year for 2021-2022 
● ~$100k for 2023



Background on Deep-Sea 
Coral and Sponge Research 
in Alaska
● Corals in Alaska
● Alaska Coral and Sponge Initiative
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Alaska 2012 Research Decision Matrix
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DSCS AK 2012 Objectives
• Maps of distribution, abundance and diversity of sponge 

and coral

• Habitat and substrate maps

• Associations with FMP species and contribution to 
fisheries production

• Impacts by gear type and modifications to reduce 
impacts

• Recovery and recruitment rates

• Long-term monitoring program for climate change & 
ocean acidification
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AK Initiative Timeline 
3 – Year Science Plan (Nov 2011)



Summary of Accomplishments 
and Challenges from Previous 
Round of Funding (2012-2014)

• Large and Small Projects Completed
• Sampling and Fieldwork
• Data Output and Some Results
• Publications
• Past Challenges and Future Opportunities
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Large Projects Completed From Last 
Initiative 2012-2014
• Model Validation of Coral and Sponge Habitat in the 

Bering Sea Canyons and Aleutian Islands

• Essential Fish Habitat in the Gulf of Alaska and Aleutian 
Islands

• Coral and Sponge Sample Collections for Morphological 
and Genetic Identification Databases

• Untrawlable Habitat Image Annotation Project
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Small Projects from FY2010-2017
Basis for regional fieldwork
• FY09 - A Field Guide to the Deepwater Sponges of the Aleutian Islands Archipelago
• FY11 07 - Data Mining to Support Deep-Sea Coral and Sponge Research in Alaska
• FY12 03 - Predicting Tidal Currents for the Aleutian Islands and Gulf of Alaska
• FY12 02 – Support for Predictive Habitat Modeling for Alaska’s Deep-Sea Coral and Sponge Resources

Seeded by regional fieldwork
• FY16-07 Analyses to assess habitat associations for rockfish and coral, summarize new research on Bowers Bank 

and Ridge and create a story map for the eastern Bering Sea Canyons

Stand-alone
• FY11 02 - Assessing the Effectiveness of the Aleutian Islands Habitat Conservation Area in Protecting Deep-Sea 

Coral and Sponge Habitat
• FY12 01 - Assessment of Coral Bycatch from the Alaska Groundfish Trawl Fleet in Collaboration with the North 

Pacific Fisheries Observer Program
• FY14 01 - Exploring off-bottom trawling and other approaches to avoid interactions with structure-forming 

invertebrates during Pacific Ocean perch fishing on the Bering Sea slope
• FY15 01 - Summit on role of deep-sea corals and sponges as habitat on West Coast and in Alaska
• FY16-06 - Coral and Sponge Diversity in the eastern Bering Sea of Alaska
• FY16-08 - Extended analyses of deep-sea corals and sponges from past AFSC surveys
• Genetics of Deep-Sea Corals - Taxonomic and Genetic Identification of Fisheries Bycatch of Deep-Sea Corals
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2014 Fieldwork

Stereo drop camera
15 minute tows

● 300 Randomly selected stations
● more effort in areas of higher probability 

(realized n =250)
● ~225,000 paired seafloor images
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Research Output
Maps on 100 m x 100 m grid for all of Alaska showing distribution and abundance of corals

Gulf of AlaskaAleutian Islands Eastern Bering Sea
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Aleutian Islands Coral & Sponge Habitats

Goddard et al. 2017

Coral Sponge
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Centralized Data Management & Dissemination

National Database of Deep-Sea Corals & Sponges
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What is Known About Coral in Alaska?
Knowns-
● Alaska is one of the most diverse areas in world for deep-sea coral (Aleutians 

particularly)
● Commercially important species have strong associations with coral (juvenile POP)
● Studies were mostly conducted on small “postage stamps” and indicated coral 

importance, diversity and vulnerability (SE Alaska Primnoa thickets)
● Where postage stamps indicated high abundance, closures were applied (HAPC 

closures in the Aleutians)

Known unknowns-
● Alaska-wide distribution of corals
● Where spatial management would be most effective
● How much coral should we be protecting to maintain fisheries production
● How much coral is currently protected
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Publications from Last DSCRTP Initiative
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Challenges and Future Opportunities
• Obtaining ship time was challenging

• possibility for the Okeanos Explorer to be in AK waters 20-23

• Alaska has short weather window

• Contracting and administrative support 
• hired 2 part-time project coordinators

• At AFSC no robust habitat infrastructure or program, and primary 
focus is on stock assessment

• Integrating into existing programs and getting personnel time 



Alaska Deep-Sea Coral and 
Sponge Initiative 2020-2023

• Next Steps
• Planning
• Workshop
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DSCS AK 2020-2023 -Moving Forward
• Research Planning Workshop

ADFG, AFSC, Native Corporation, BOEM, DFO-Canada, Freezer Longline Coalition, 
NCCOS, DSCRTP, IPHC, Oceana, Greenpeace, OER, PMEL, NPRB, UAF, UOM, APU, 
NPFMC, USGS, At Sea Processors Association,  NWFSC,  Ocean Exploration Trust, 
U.S. Seafoods, Groundfish Forum,  & others

• Alaska Research Priorities

• Review Pre-2020 research activities
Data accumulation and mining
Field research planning and implementation

• FY2021-FY2022 Fieldwork and Analyses

• FY2023 Completion and Reporting
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DSCS AK 2020-2023 Planning

• Research Priorities For Discussion
● Distribution of coral and sponge in GOA/AI
● Coral and sponge distribution in trawlable vs 

untrawlable habitats
● Fish/Invertebrate Deep-Sea Coral and Sponge 

associations
● Connectivity between populations
● Impact of climate change
● Mapping
● Biodiversity



Questions
PI Contacts

Jerry Hoff: jerry.hoff@noaa.gov
Pat Malecha: pat.malecha@noaa.gov

mailto:jerry.hoff@noaa.gov
mailto:pat.malecha@noaa.gov


Images from 
Aleutian Islands 
and Gulf of Alaska
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Images from 
eastern Bering Sea 
Slope
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