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The SSC met during December 3-5, 2007 at the Hilton Hotel, Anchorage, Alaska. Members present were:
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Members absent were:

Gordon Kruse Seth Macinko
University of Alaska Fairbanks University of Rhode Island

C-4  LLP Trawl Recency (Queirolo, Criddle, Hunt)

Jim Richardson (NPFMC) presented an overview of the revised draft RIR/IRFA. The proposed
amendment contains a suite of alternatives designed to extinguish LLP permits that have not been actively
employed in the authorized fishery in recent years (i.e., latent licenses). A second component of this
amendment package bears on a perceived shortfall in the number of authorized LLPs available in the Al
management area with which to prosecute groundfish fisheries for P.cod, Atka mackerel, POP, and,
perhaps to a lesser extent, pollock. Mr. Dave Fraser (Adak Fisheries), offered public testimony.

The SSC recommends that the draft analysis be released for public review after it has been revised
to address the following:

e Inclusion of diametrically opposed management actions (i.e., extinguishing LLP licenses, on one
hand, while creating new fishing permits, on the other) creates some incongruity in the analytical
presentation and supporting discussion. The rationale for combining these actions should be
discussed.

* The proposed delegation of authority to the Aleut Corporation to exempt 4-10 trawl vessels from
the otherwise required Al endorsement appears to create a de facto “limited access program”,
albeit somewhat dissimilar in structure to other Limited Entry programs the Council has
considered. The proposed alternative creates, in effect, a closed-class of authorized participants,
to be selected solely by the Aleut Corporation and solely upon the criteria that the Aleut



Corporation selects. The SSC notes that the proposed alternative, in effect, establishes a “sole
owner” use structure in significant portions of the AI groundfish fisheries for Atka mackerel,
POP, P.cod, and, perhaps to a lesser degree, pollock. The draft analysis should be expanded to
include analyses required by the MSA for creation of a Limited Access Program, or explain why
such analyses are not required in this instance.

C-5 Amendment 90

Jon McCracken (NPFMC) presented an overview of the initial review draft RIR/IRFA for Amendment 90
to allow post-delivery transfer of shares and amendment 80 limited access rollovers in the BSAI
Amendment 80 program. There was no public testimony on this agenda item.

The SSC recommends that the draft analysis be released for public review after it has been revised
to address the following:

o The analysis should include a discussion of the potential undesirable incentives associated with
provision of post-delivery transfer authorization.

e The absence of a numerical “threshold” associated with the current proviso that a fishing trip
may not begin unless the operator “... has quota” could be problematic. The analysis should
include a discussion of possible alternative threshold levels.

o The analysis should note that the proposed action may increase the overall amount of
Amendment 80 species harvested, because it will transfer unharvested ITAC to sectors that have
not yet exceeded bycatch caps.

e Add language to clarify that this is intended as a minor modification of Amendment 80 and that
as such, it does not consider management alternatives that would alter the basic structure of the
co-ops created under Amendment 80.

e Additional discussion to explain whether the discards referenced on page 10 are regulatory or
economic in nature.

Table 2-7 needs to identify the units of value.
General editing for grammatical errors.

C-6  Observer Program

Nicole Kimball (NPFMC) and Jason Anderson (NMFS AKR) presented the RIR/IRFA for a regulatory
amendment to revise administrative and procedural aspects of the North Pacific Groundfish Observer
Program. Martin Loefflad (AFSC) and Bill Karp (AFSC) assisted in answering SSC question. No public
testimony was given. The SSC thanks the authors for including a complete history of the issue in a
particularly readable document.

The SSC considers this document ready to be released for public review after minor additions and
some reformatting. The addition of a cross-walk summary table of issues and alternatives would help to
orient the reader. The SSC felt that including NMFS comments with the analysis of the alternatives was
awkward and requests that the material be removed to an appendix of NMFS comments. The Observer
Advisory Committee (OAC) minutes should also be included as an appendix, as should the additional
information from the total and observed catch data request, as soon as it is available. It is not the intent of
the SSC that release of the document be delayed to wait for these catch data but their inclusion as soon as
they are available would be helpful. The rationales for the alternatives, including the new alternative 4,
were clearly presented, as were the pros and cons. The fact that the OAC’s May 2007 recommendations
were taken into account strengthens the document. Table 13; page 56, is a useful way of comparing the
alternatives.



This progress on a long-standing issue is welcome. The SSC reviewed alternatives for restructuring the
observer program in June 2005 and a revised analysis of that document in February 2006, but has had
numerous additional discussions about the quality of the data from the observer program over the years.
Two fundamental external obstacles to the program were identified whose resolution was necessary
before further substantive progress could be made. The issues were: 1) legislative authority needed to be
established for fee-based alternatives, and 2) Fair Labor Standards Act (FLSA) issues needed to be
clarified to make it possible to estimate costs associated with the fee-based alternatives. The first issue
was addressed in the January 2007 reauthorization of the MSA, which included language authorizing the
NPFMC to adopt fee-based observer program. The second issue of lack of cost data remains unresolved
but the actions analyzed in this document would begin the process of adequate data collection. The
present document details administrative, operational and procedural changes to the existing observer
program that are considered necessary regardless of observer program restructuring.

The document is formulated as seven issues with alternatives for each. Four of the seven—(Issue 1)
remove the appeals process for observer candidates for certification; (Issue 2) remove NMFS oversight of
observer behavior, (Issue 3) clarify that observers from observer providers are allowed to provide
coverage for EFPs and other research activities; and (Issue 7) several minor housekeeping corrections—
seem straightforward. After consultation, NMFS has recommended withdrawal of the proposed change,
issue (Issue 6), regarding debriefing observers whose deployments span the end of the calendar year. The
remaining two issues—(Issue 4) revise the definition of a fishing day and (Issue 5) require observer
providers to submit detailed economic data to NMFS—are more substantive.

Issue 4, which revises the definition of a fishing day, addresses but does not fix the issue of non-
representative fishing behavior (and perhaps location) when an observer is on board. This issue has
long been a concern of the SSC. In March 2003, the SSC suggested:

‘“an experimental approach may be of value in evaluating the potential bias that may occur
in observer data. Currently, there are concerns about possible bias in the data from the segment
of the fleet that has only 30% observer coverage. Because the fishers have some choice over
when they will have an observer on board, the observed trips probably are not representative of
the unobserved trips in terms of fishing locations. Furthermore, there may be subtle differences in
fishing operations when vessels have observers onboard. Modifying the observer system so that
NMES staff chooses the trips that will be observed may provide more uniform representation of
fishing locations but this change will not rectify the problem of observed vessels having modified
fishing behavior. For the revised observer system there may be merit in conducting some
experiments that attempt to directly measure the bias of the current system. A portion of the new
system could have the fishers selecting the trips that would be observed and a separate portion
would have the observed trips selected by NMFS staff. An additional portion of the fleet could
have 100% observer coverage for extended periods; say several months, with the idea that these
vessels would be more likely to behave as if they were unobserved. Contrasts amongst these three
portions might provide some indication of the two kinds of bias that are probably inherent in the
current observer system.”

On Issue 4, the SSC is concerned that there does not appear to be a viable solution to the identified
problem of “fishing for observer coverage,” until such time as there is a full revision of NMFS’ Observer
Program (a result that is not likely to be achieved in the near-term). This observer coverage compliance
“loop-hole” has been recognized as a problem for many years for coverage of the 30% fleet sector; the
abusive behavior continues to the present; and the adverse impacts of this behavior on observer data
quality remains indeterminate, but cannot be impact-neutral. Correcting this deficiency should be an
immediate priority. The proposed change to the definition of a fishing day begins to address the issue.



While the proposed change does not quantifying the bias, it will provide some idea of the magnitude of
the problem. As stated many times before, the SSC considers good representative data essential for
proper management of the fisheries and urges that additional information be gathered on how
“fishing for coverage” affects the data. Rather than waiting for the entire observer programs to be
restructured, the SSC suggests that NMFS seek additional funds to conduct something like the
experimental approach outlined above.

Issue S, the requirement that observer providers provide detailed economic data, is in line with an
increased emphasis by NPFMC and NMFS on the collection of social and economic data. It is an
attempt to begin to accumulate the data needed to addresses the second obstacle to a fundamental
restructuring of the observer program. However, the SSC questions the wisdom of the proposed “sunset
provision” in the collection of economic data. The management process has waited more than 20 years to
acquire the authority under MSA to require submission of economic data. Now that this authority has
been provided to the Council and NMFS, it is counter-intuitive and counter-productive to suggest a 3-year
duration for collection of these economic data. There are scientific and analytical justifications for
acquiring data on a consistent and systematic basis, over time. The SSC recommends that there be no
sunset provision on the economic data collection outlined in Issue 5. The SSC also suggests that sub-
sampling vessel operators to verify data reported by observer providers would be advisable.

D-1 Groundfish Management

Recommendations to Assessment Authors of stocks subject to the By, threshold

The SSC requests that if stocks drop below tier 3a and they are subject to the B20% stopping rule
(pollock, cod and Atka mackerel), that the analysts evaluate the probability that the stock will drop below
the B2o% threshold. This calculation is currently produced in the GOA pollock assessment. In this
assessment the author projects the stock forward for five years and removes catches based on the
spawning biomass in each year and the author’s recommended fishing mortality schedule. This projection
incorporates uncertainty in stock status, uncertainty in the estimate of B2o%, and variability in future
recruitment.

Recommendation to all assessment authors with respect to calculations for biological reference points
The SSC notes that the approach for calculating ABC and other biological reference points is not fully

described in the SAFE’s. It would be desirable to have a general description in the introduction of the
SAFE. In each SAFE chapter, specific details could be provided, if the calculation is done differently.
For example, the range of years that is used to calculate average recruitment for converting SPR to By
should be given.

D-1 (d) BSAI SAFE and Harvest Specifications for 2008/09

Grant Thompson (AFSC,) presented the BSAI plan team report and recommendations for BSAI
groundfish with support from Jim Ianelli (AFSC). The following table (Table 1) summarizes the SSC
recommendations for ABC and OFL for 2008/09 for BSAI groundfish. Specific SSC comments on the
assessments follow the table.



Table 1. SSC recommendations for BSAI Groundfish OFLs and ABCs for the 2008-2009 fisheries

(mt). (Text in bold indicates where SSC recommendations differ from the plan team

recommendations.)

Stock/Assemblage Area 2008 2009

OFL ABC OFL ABC
Pollock EBS| 1,440,000 1,000,000 1,320,000 1,000,000
Aleutian Islands 34,000 28,200 26,100 22,700
Bogoslof District 58,400 7,970 58,400 7,970
BSAIl Total] 1,532,400 1,036,170| 1,404,500 1,030,670,
Pacific cod BSAI[ 207,000 176,000 207,000 176,000|
Sablefish BS 3,380 2,860 2,910 2,610
Al 2,880 2,440 2,510 2,230
BSAI Total 6,270 5,300 5,420 4,840
Yellowfin sole BSAIl 265,000 248,000 296,000 276,000
Greenland turbot BS| 1,750 1,750
Al 790 790
Total 15,600 2,540 16,000 2,540
Arrowtooth flounder BSAI 297,000 244,000f 300,000 246,000
Northern rock sole BSAl] 304,000 301,000{ 379,000 375,000
{Flathead sole BSAII 86,000 71,700 83,700 69,700,
Alaska plaice BSAII 248,000 194,000] 277,000 217,000
|Other flatfish BSAIl 28,800 21,600 28,800 21,600
Pacific ocean perch BS| 4,200 4,140
WAI 7,610 7,490
CAl 4,990 4,900
EAI 4,900 4,810
Al totall 17,500 17,200
BSAI Totall 25,700 21,700| 25,400 21,300
INorthern rockfish BSAll 9,740 8,180' 9,680 8,130
Shortraker rockfish BSAIl 564 424 564 424
[Rougheye rockfish BSAIl 269 202 269 202
|Other rockfish BS| 414 414
Al 585 554
BSAI Total| 1,330 999 1,290 968
Atka mackerel WAI 16,900 13,200
CAl 24,300 19,000
EAI/BS 19,500 15,300
BSAl Totall 71,400  60,700] 50,600 47,500
Squid BSAll 2,620 1 ,970| 2,620 1,970




Stock/Assemblage Area 2008 2009
OFL ABC OFL ABC
|Other species
Sharks 617 463 617 463
Skates 50,100 37,600 50,100 37,600
Sculpins 53,100 39,800 53,100 39,800
Octopus 324 243 324 243
Other Total 104,000 78,100, 104,000 78,100j
IBSAI Total 3,161,934 2,440,291| 3,161,684 2,557,250

Walleye pollock

The SSC received a staff presentation from Jim Ianelli (AFSC). Public testimony was received from Ed
Richardson (Pollock Conservation Cooperative), Brent Paine (United Catcher Boats), Jon Warrenchuk
(Oceana), and Joe Plesha (Trident Seafoods). Richardson and Paine suggested setting ABC at 1.17
million t, the maximum permissible, because they felt the assessment is already precautionary and is
working well. Paine noted that the loss in revenue in going down to 1 million t would be about $150
million. Warrenchuk felt that the Plan Team ABC was too high, given the importance of pollock in the
ecosystem. He also thought that female spawning biomass was getting too close to the By, harvest
threshold, which would close directed fishing for pollock under the SSL protection measures. Plesha
supported the Plan Team recommendation, because he was concerned about the pollock resource and
wants it to be sustained.

This assessment is a straightforward update of last year’s assessment with some model enhancements
related to sample size, use of length data, and development of an age 1 index of abundance. Results show
that pollock biomass will drop below the target Bygsy level in 2008. This is due to a series of poor
recruitments in recent years and some other factors. This year’s new data suggests that neither the 2000
nor 2005 year-classes are as strong as they appeared to be in prior years. Also, average weight-at-age was
much lower than average in 2006, suggesting that forage for pollock such as zooplankton was reduced.
Unfortunately, it has not been possible to obtain zooplankton data for the recent time period. Finally the
arrowtooth flounder population continues to grow, which may increase juvenile mortality. Another
concern is that the 2008 female spawning biomass of 1.38 million t is not that much larger than the By
level of 1.00 million t (taking 20% of B,=5.013 as given on page 85).

However, the 2006 year-class appears strong based on age-1 abundance in both the EIT and bottom trawl
surveys, although it uncertain whether this will prevail as the year-class ages. If it does not remain strong,
the population could decline further in the future. Projections suggest that the population can rebuild to
the MSY level by 2010, although it should be noted that there is much uncertainty in those projections.

The assessment model and the harvest policy to determine ABC for pollock is precautionary in a number
of ways: a constraint on the spawner-recruit steepness parameter, the use of geometric mean biomass
instead of average biomass, a quadratic downward adjustment as biomass decreases, a larger buffer
between ABC and OFL as uncertainty increases, and the use of the harmonic mean harvest rate rather
than the average harvest rate.

As in past years, the SSC recommends that this stock be considered in Tier 1 and agrees with the
authors and Plan Team that the maximum permissible ABC is 1.17 million t under Tier 1b, the
harmonic mean of the ratio of MSY and its corresponding biomass. For the reasons and concerns
stated above, the SSC believes that extra conservatism is desirable and agrees with the authors and



Plan Team that the 2008/09 ABC should be further lowered to 1 million t. This corresponds to the
harvest rate that would lower female spawning biomass to about 39% of the unfished level, which is
similar to what this value has been in the past. The OFL for 2009 using the Tier 1b calculation is 1.44
million t. Table 1 has the 2008/09 SSC recommendations for ABC and OFL.

Economic implications

The reduction proposed by the Plan Team, from the 1.17 M t Tier 1b ABC, to the recommended 1.0 M t
figure, has been asserted to pose a potentially adverse economic threat to the Bering Sea commercial
pollock industry. Empirical economic data necessary to critically evaluate this assertion at a
disaggregated, net performance level are not available at present. The use of sector-wide ‘gross’ fishery
data that are presented in the 2007 Economic SAFE, nonetheless, may provide some insights into the
likely economic implications of selecting the Plan Team recommendation, versus the Tier 1b model
projection.

By comparing historic economic performance of the EBS pollock sector with equivalent data for the most
recent year’s fishery (2006), the following emerges. Since implementation of the AFA, aggregate
industry-wide operating costs per unit output have (according to industry sources) decreased, as excess
capacity has been removed (or idled) and pollock co-ops have availed themselves of the operational and
management flexibility engendered in AFA. Cooperatives have the authority to more nearly optimize net
returns, by matching quota to available productive capacity (e.g., utilizing the ‘best’ combination of
inputs — vessels, plants/lines — for the physical conditions, quota, markets, etc.). The Economic SAFE
reveals that, in the aggregate, participants in this fishery have benefited substantially by slowing the pace
of pollock fishing. Since implementation of the AFA, the industry has significantly improved product
recovery rates and, simultaneously, total gross product value. Production data reveal increasing output of
traditional product forms, as well as development and production of new pollock products.

From the 2007 Economic SAFE, Figures 1 and 2, page 170, the following may be discerned (in the
aggregate, for the EBS pollock industry). When 2000 pollock fishery data are compared to 2006 data,
wholesale prices for pollock products have increased for all but two product forms (i.e., meal/oil, and
‘other’) and prices for these two are unchanged. Final product output has increased, in most instances
quite significantly, for all pollock product forms. Higher unit prices, combined with increased total
output, yield substantial increases in estimated sector-wide gross receipts.

It appears that over this same period, global retained harvest of walleye pollock has declined, while the
U.S. retained harvest has risen (Figure 4, Economic SAFE). The result is that U.S. pollock market-share
has increased, both relatively and absolutely, vis-a-vis other pollock suppliers. Clearly, pollock competes
it a broader world whitefish marketplace and, therefore, may not benefit from supply-driven price
increases that might otherwise be expected in response to reduced global pollock supplies. At present,
this remains an empirical question.

What is apparent from these aggregate data is that, on the whole, the EBS pollock industry is far better
positioned, economically, to weather the recent and near-term projected pollock ABC reductions, post-
AFA, than would have otherwise been the case. The implication of this for conservation and management
of the EBS pollock resource is important. At present, the 1.0 M t ABC (in contrast to the 1.17 M t
alternative ABC), while likely to have some adverse impact on ‘net revenue’ performance for the sector,
would not be expected to result in wide-spread economic failure and dislocation, as would have been the
expectation, pre-AFA. At the individual operator’s level, the economic implications of the 170,000 t
difference between the two alternatives may be greater for some than for others. Nonetheless, the AFA
has made possible a degree of economic stability in the EBS pollock industry that, in effect, may
substantially ‘buffer’ the sector as a whole from the most severe economic impacts of ABC reduction.



Aleutian Islands Walleye Pollock

This is a straightforward update of last year’s assessment. Estimated biomass increased from 1999 to
2004 and has remained stable since then. Model 2B is similar to the model accepted last year.

The SSC concurs with the Plan team for assignment to Tier 3a and the resulting 2008/09 ABCs and
OFLs recommended by the author and plan teams (Table 1).

Bogoslof Walleye Pollock

This is a straightforward update of last year’s assessment. Estimated biomass has been stable and low for
several years.

The SSC has determined that this stock qualifies for Tier 5 management. The recommended ABC comes
from a formula similar to a Tier 3 calculation, substituting a reference biomass level of 2 million t for
Buox, and is below the maximum permissible. The recommended 2008/09 ABCs and OFLs are in Table
1.

Pacific Cod

Grant Thompson presented the assessment, which included four candidate models, and the Plan Team’s
ABC recommendation, based on Model 1. Mark Maunder of Quantitative Resource Assessment LLC,
appearing for the Freezer Longliner Coalition, gave public testimony. His main points were (i) that Model
1 overestimated historical recruitment and therefore present depletion; and (ii) that the natural mortality
rate (0.34) chosen for the model was just one of a wide range of other possible values.

This assessment has been through a number of evolutions over the last 15 months. An industry group
requested an external review in the fall of 2006, and this was conducted along with the 2006 assessment.
Following the November plan team meeting an external reviewer located an improved fit of the model
adopted by the team. The assessment author produced a revised assessment for the December 2006
Council meeting, which the SSC declined to endorse because the Plan Team had not reviewed it. The
SSC did recommend that AFSC hold a workshop to examine a number of standing concerns about the
assessment, including weak convergence, modeling of growth and selectivity, and procedures for
estimating survey catchability (q) and/or natural mortality (M).

These issues and others were examined at the subsequent workshop in April, and at the September and
November plan team meetings. A number of alternative models were fitted in advance of each meeting
and examined at the meeting. The SSC reviewed a suite of models at the October meeting. At that time
the most serious concern about the assessment was the validity of the age data. The Age and Growth Unit
at AFSC expressed confidence about the accuracy of the ages, but model fits including the age data failed
to match the first few modes in survey length distributions, suggesting that some of the ages of young fish
were being read a year too high. A second issue in October was whether or not to estimate M within the
model. The SSC expressed skepticism about these estimates and asked to see one model fit with the old
fixed value M=0.37 and another fit with a fixed value based on life history theory.

The four candidate models in the 2007 SAFE differ in a number of ways from the ones reviewed in
October. Perhaps most importantly, changes in the method of incorporating survey age data (from joint
age/length compositions to marginal age compositions) and survey CPUE (from CPUE in weight to
CPUE in number) have produced good agreement between predicted and observed survey length






