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January	  26,	  2015	  
	  
Dan	  Hull,	  Chairman	  
North	  Pacific	  Fishery	  Management	  Council	  
Anchorage,	  Alaska	  
	  
Re: Agenda item C5 – BSAI Halibut PSC Limits 
	  
Dear	  Chairman	  Hull:	  
	  
Central	  Bering	  Sea	  Fishermen’s	  Association	  (CBSFA)	  is	  the	  management	  organization	  for	  
Saint	  Paul	  Island	  under	  the	  Western	  Alaska	  Community	  Development	  Quota	  Program	  
(CDQ).	  CBSFA	  manages	  a	  halibut	  cooperative	  made	  up	  of	  local	  halibut	  fishermen.	  We	  
purchase,	  custom	  process	  and	  market	  the	  halibut	  harvested	  in	  Area	  4C	  and	  4D	  by	  our	  local	  
fishermen	  and	  the	  vessels	  owned	  by	  CBSFA.	  The	  halibut	  fishery	  is	  the	  main	  source	  of	  
income	  for	  the	  vessel	  owners	  and	  their	  crewmembers,	  and	  a	  major	  contributor	  to	  the	  
economy	  of	  Saint	  Paul	  Island.	  	  
	  
Area	  4CDE	  has	  taken	  tremendous	  reductions	  in	  Fishery	  Constant	  Exploitation	  Yield	  (FCEY)	  
the	  last	  few	  years,	  yet	  removals	  of	  halibut	  taken	  as	  incidental	  catch	  in	  other	  fisheries	  has	  
remained	  relatively	  unchanged.	  	  Halibut	  PSC	  use	  actually	  increased	  in	  Area	  4CDE	  in	  
2014.	  	  This	  one-‐sided	  approach	  in	  the	  name	  of	  conservation	  has	  come	  at	  the	  expense	  of	  the	  
directed	  commercial	  fishermen	  and	  Bering	  Sea	  communities,	  processors	  and	  support	  
businesses.	  
	  
In	  2015	  there	  is	  the	  potential	  for	  89%	  of	  the	  total	  halibut	  removals	  in	  Area	  4CDE	  to	  be	  
taken	  by	  bycatch	  users,	  leaving	  only	  10%	  for	  directed	  halibut	  users.	  	  	  
	  
The	  effect	  of	  this	  bycatch	  on	  the	  directed	  fisheries	  in	  Area	  4CDE	  is	  severe.	  	  Subtracting	  
2014	  O26	  bycatch	  in	  Area	  4CDE	  from	  the	  Total	  Constant	  Exploitation	  Yield	  (TCEY),	  the	  
IPHC	  has	  provided	  harvest	  advice	  for	  2015	  that	  would	  set	  the	  4CDE	  FCEY	  at	  520,000	  
pounds	  (Blue	  Line),	  a	  reduction	  of	  60%	  from	  2014,	  and	  86%	  from	  2011.	  
	  
In	  the	  Bering	  Sea,	  an	  Area	  4CDE	  catch	  limit	  set	  at	  the	  IPHC	  Blue	  Line	  will	  cause	  widespread	  
negative	  impacts	  on	  the	  livelihoods	  of	  the	  fishermen	  and	  local	  economies	  of	  39	  Western	  
Alaska	  villages.	  There	  are	  238	  fishing	  vessels	  home	  ported	  in	  these	  communities.	  	  The	  Area	  
4CDE	  IFQ	  holders	  and	  vessel	  owners	  will	  also	  suffer	  significant	  loss	  of	  value	  to	  their	  
investments	  and	  face	  potential	  bankruptcy.	  	  Also	  halibut	  buyers,	  processors	  and	  local	  
businesses	  will	  suffer	  significant	  economic	  losses.	  
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Immediate	  action	  to	  reduce	  halibut	  PSC,	  and	  minimize	  halibut	  bycatch	  mortality,	  will	  have	  
an	  immediate	  positive	  impact	  on	  the	  directed	  halibut	  users,	  particularly	  in	  Area	  4CDE;	  
would	  help	  to	  improve	  halibut	  stock	  conditions,	  and	  would	  be	  consistent	  with	  objectives	  
under	  National	  Standards	  8	  and	  9.	  	  Under	  National	  Standard	  8,	  the	  Council	  must	  consider	  
the	  sustained	  participation	  of	  communities	  when	  making	  fisheries	  management	  decisions.	  	  	  
	  
The	  need	  to	  reduce	  total	  bycatch	  mortality	  occurring	  in	  the	  BSAI	  groundfish	  fisheries	  is	  
immediate,	  so	  we	  ask	  that	  the	  first	  priority	  of	  the	  Council	  and	  the	  National	  Marine	  Fisheries	  
Service	  be	  to	  take	  action	  on	  halibut	  bycatch	  reductions,	  particularly	  in	  sectors	  and	  
groundfish	  fisheries	  with	  the	  highest	  bycatch	  use,	  and	  bycatch	  rates,	  and	  to	  implement	  
those	  new	  regulations	  in	  2016.	  	  
	  
We	  ask	  the	  Council	  to	  take	  final	  action	  in	  June	  2015	  to	  reduce	  halibut	  bycatch	  caps	  in	  the	  
Bering	  Sea	  by	  up	  to	  50%.	  	  The	  sector	  with	  the	  highest	  use	  of	  bycatch	  may	  require	  the	  
highest	  percentage	  of	  reduction.	  	  	  	  
	  
We	  also	  ask	  the	  Council	  and	  NMFS	  to	  quickly	  implement	  measures	  in	  the	  Amendment	  80	  
sector	  to	  provide	  opportunities	  for	  deck	  sorting	  of	  halibut,	  or	  other	  handling	  practices	  that	  
may	  reduce	  mortality	  of	  halibut	  that	  cannot	  be	  avoided.	  
	  
In	  the	  longer	  term,	  we	  believe	  the	  preferred	  permanent	  solution	  to	  the	  bycatch	  issue	  could	  
be	  setting	  halibut	  PSC	  limits	  based	  on	  the	  abundance	  of	  the	  halibut	  resource.	  All	  of	  the	  
other	  fishery	  resources	  in	  the	  Bering	  Sea	  are	  managed	  by	  the	  Council	  and	  NMFS	  on	  the	  
basis	  of	  regular	  surveys	  and	  stock	  assessments	  to	  determine	  what	  level	  of	  removals	  the	  
stocks	  can	  sustain.	  The	  IPHC	  manages	  the	  directed	  halibut	  fishery	  on	  such	  a	  basis,	  while	  the	  
bycatch	  users	  –	  under	  Council	  and	  NMFS	  management	  –	  catch	  and	  discard	  halibut	  at	  an	  
unsustainable	  level	  governed	  by	  static	  PSC	  limits	  set	  decades	  ago.	  	  
	  
As	  a	  follow-‐on	  to	  the	  immediate	  reductions	  in	  PSC	  limits,	  we	  ask	  the	  Council	  to	  prioritize	  a	  
second	  action,	  to	  analyze	  the	  range	  of	  potential	  approaches	  to	  establishing	  a	  halibut	  PSC	  
limit	  based	  on	  projections	  of	  total	  biomass,	  projected	  spawning	  biomass,	  or	  other	  
appropriate	  indices	  of	  abundance	  and	  productivity.	  We	  encourage	  the	  Council	  and	  the	  IPHC	  
to	  work	  together	  to	  establish	  these	  indices.	  	  
	  
The	  goal	  of	  this	  action	  would	  be	  to	  provide	  for	  an	  equitable	  amount	  of	  halibut	  for	  each	  user	  
group,	  with	  all	  uses	  based	  on	  an	  annual	  scientific	  determination	  of	  the	  health	  and	  
sustainability	  of	  the	  resource	  itself.	  	  	  
	  
We	  look	  forward	  to	  working	  with	  the	  Council	  on	  achieving	  equitable	  and	  sustainable	  use	  of	  
the	  Bering	  Sea	  halibut	  resource.	  	  
	  
Best	  regards,	  	  

	   	  
Phillip	  Lestenkof,	  President	  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Glenn Haight 
Executive Director 
Boards of Fish and Game 
1255 W. 8th Street 
P.O. Box 115526 
Juneau, AK 99811-5526 

January 7, 2015 

Re:  Alaska Department of Fish and Game -- Appointment of Sam Cotten 
 

Dear Mr. Haight:  
 
We understand that the acting Commissioner of the Alaska Department of Fish & Game (ADF&G), Mr. 
Sam Cotten, has submitted his name for consideration to serve as permanent ADF&G Commissioner. 

 
As the Community Development Quota (CDQ) entity for Saint Paul Island, Central Bering Sea 
Fishermen’s Association (CBSFA) has worked closely with Mr. Cotten over the past decade on issues 
related to the Bering Sea crab, cod and halibut fisheries.  CBSFA is invested in the Bering Sea crab and 
pollock fisheries, and both are critical to the health of Saint Paul Island’s economy. The local halibut 
fishery provides significant income to many of our local residents and has also faced recent challenges.   

 
As a past and current member of the North Pacific Fishery Management Council (NPFMC), Mr. Cotten 
has been fair, accessible and dedicated in his approach to fisheries issues.   Most important to Saint Paul 
and CBSFA, Mr. Cotten has been a tireless advocate in support of community interests and participation 
in Alaska’s fisheries.  Mr. Cotten understands that proper management of the Bering Sea’s commercial 
fisheries includes developing policies that take into account and protect the investments of fisheries-
dependent communities.    
 
Fisheries-dependent communities such as Saint Paul, and the CDQ entities that serve them, cannot 
continue to prosper without supportive decision-making at the State level. We appreciate the ongoing 
support of Mr. Cotten, and of the State of Alaska.  

 
CBSFA recommends that Sam Cotten be appointed permanently as Commissioner of the ADF&G.   

 
Please do not hesitate to contact me if you have any questions or concerns. 

 
Sincerely,  
 

 
Phillip Lestenkof, President  

 

IPHC Catch Limit Comment Form 
 
Comment on Catch limit: 4CDE                                                               Year:  2015 
     (Circle all that apply)  
 
Submission Information (Please print or type) 
 
Name:  Phillip Lestenkof, President        
  
Affiliation: Central Bering Sea Fishermen’s Association (CBSFA)   
 
Submitted on behalf of CBSFA, the Tribal Government of Saint Paul Island, Saint 
Paul Island Fishermen’s Association, City of Saint Paul and Tanadgusix Corporation  
 
Address: PO Box 288           
 
City: Saint Paul    State/ Prov.: AK    Postal/ZIP Code: 99660  
 
Telephone:  907 546-2597   Fax: 907 546-2450    Email: plestenkof@cbsfa.com  

  
Signature:            
 
1.  What is your recommended catch limit or proposal? 
 
We recommend that the Area 4CDE 2015 catch limit be set at the same level as in 2014, 1.285 
million pounds. We suggest the Commission take three elements into consideration: the 
expectation of serious economic hardships caused by a lower catch limit than in 2014; 
uncertainties inherent in the stock assessment and apportionment process; the possibility of 
halibut bycatch cap reduction in the Bering Sea groundfish fisheries in 2015.    
 
 
 
 
 
2.  What is the supporting information for this recommendation (e.g., catch rates, biomass 
trends, recruitment, etc.)? Please be specific where possible. 
 
 
The supporting information is attached.  
 
 

Please attach any other supporting materials. All items submitted by December 31, 2014 will be considered at the 
IPHC Annual Meeting. Remember to include contact information and signature. 
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January 24, 2015 

Mr. Dan Hull 
North Pacific Fishery Management Council 
605 West 4th Ave, Suite 306 
Anchorage, AK  99501 
 
npfmc.comments@noaa.gov  
 
Fax: (907) 271-2817 
 
Re: Agenda item C-5 Bering Sea Halibut PSC 
 

Dear Chair Hull and members of the Council, 

Kenai River Sportfishing Association (KRSA) is a 501 ( c ) 3 non-profit association of anglers 
and conservationists dedicated to the sustainability of fisheries resources in Alaska. We would 
like to provide comment on agenda item C-5 Bering Sea Halibut PSC.  

KRSA respectfully requests that the Council take conservation-based allocation action and make 
meaningful reductions in Bering Sea halibut bycatch PSC. The directed halibut fisheries in the 
Bering Sea (4CDE) are facing a dire crisis – since 2007 the harvests in these fisheries have been 
reduced close to 70 percent, whereas halibut bycatch limits in the same region have remained 
virtually unchanged. All users of a resource should share in the burden of conservation where 
restrictions are necessary.  

National standard 8 requires councils to provide for the sustained participation of fishery 
dependent communities. Those Bering Sea communities who are dependent upon the directed 
halibut fisheries are unduly shouldering the burden of halibut conservation measures. National 
standard 9 requires that bycatch be reduced.  

If the International Pacific Halibut Commission (IPHC) are enacted for 4CDE, 93 percent of the 
total halibut harvest will be allocated as bycatch – quite an unbalanced situation that will 
virtually eliminate the directed halibut fishery in the region as it will become economically 
unfeasible for directed harvesters and processors to function. This is a dire situation for these 
remote coastal communities that are financially dependent on the health of these directed 
fisheries.  
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Additionally, coastal fishing communities along the rest of Alaska have been making significant 
reductions in directed halibut harvests. In 3A and 2B directed halibut harvests in commercial and 
charter sectors have seen reductions. Bycatch of halibut in the Bering Sea impacts these coastal 
communities and their fisheries, as the 4CDE region is a primary nursery for halibut in Alaskan 
waters. As other user groups continue to make important reductions in their harvests of halibut 
for conservation purposes, it is time to reduce halibut PSC limits in the Bering Sea.  

Thank you for your time and attention to this most important matter. 

 

Respectfully, 

 

Ricky Gease, Executive Director 

Kenai River Sportfishing Association  

224 Kenai Avenue, Suite 102 
Soldotna, Alaska 99669 
907-262-8588 
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January 26, 2015 
 
Mr. Dan Hull, Chairman 
North Pacific Fishery Management Council 
605 W 4th Avenue, Suite 306 
Anchorage, AK  99501-2252 
 
Re: Agenda Item C-5, Bering Sea Halibut PSC 
 
Dear Chairman Hull, 
 
Groundfish Forum represents five companies that operate 14 trawl catcher processor vessels in the 
various flatfish, rockfish, Atka mackerel and cod fisheries of the Bering Sea, Aleutian Islands and 
Gulf of Alaska.  Members of Groundfish Forum are also members of the Alaska Seafood 
Cooperative (AKSC).  We are writing to comment on the proposed emergency rule to address the 
directed halibut fishery in Area 4CDE.  We are also writing to comment on the Initial Review 
document regarding the BSAI Prohibited Species Catch Limits for the BSAI groundfish fisheries.   
 
Discussion of Proposed Emergency Rule: 
 
We would like to take this opportunity to discuss the Emergency Action proposed by the State of 
Alaska letter in December 2014.  While declines in the Area 4CDE halibut directed fishery are of 
great concern, the situation itself does not meet the criteria of the National Marine Fisheries 
Service’s Policy Guidelines for the Use of Emergency Rules.1  We do not believe that the criteria 
established in the guideline document do not support emergency action. 
 
The emergency results from recent, unforeseen events or recently discovered circumstances;  
 
Response:  The decline in the directed halibut fishery and the reduction in halibut bycatch are 
neither recent nor unforeseen events.  The recognition of the declining halibut directed fishery and 
the significant progress being made towards reducing halibut bycatch and discard mortality in the 
BSAI are well-known to the Agency and to all involved stakeholders.  As such, it is not 
appropriate to use the provisions of emergency rulemaking as provided in section 305(c) of the 
Magnuson Stevens Fishery Management Conservation Act.  This is especially the case when the 
NMFS and fishing industry participants have a long and consistent record of working on this 
problem in a transparent and predictable manner.  
 
Presents serious conservation or management problems within the fishery; and 
 
Response:  The issue in Area 4CDE is not a conservation problem. Information from both the 
NMFS and the IPHC show that the halibut biomass is abundant and not in decline.  Most recently, 
a letter sent on 20 January 2015 by NMFS Assistant Administrator Eileen Sobeck stated “The  

                                                
1 National Marine Fisheries Service Instruction 01-101-07, Policy Guidelines for the Use of Emergency Rules dated 31 March 
2008. 
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IPHC has not indicated that the halibut stock is at a level that would correspond to being  
overfished or subject to overfishing” and that “the overall abundance of halibut is consistent with 
long-term historical averages.”  
 
Can be addressed through emergency regulations for which the immediate benefits outweigh 
the value of advance notice, public comment, and deliberative consideration of the impacts on 
participants to the same extent as would be expected under the normal rulemaking process. 
 
Response:  While emergency action to reduce bycatch by 33% could provide benefit and relief to 
Area 4CDE fishermen, the impacts to the A80 Sector would be disproportionate and severe.  If a 
33% reduction had occurred in 2014, it would have resulted in AKSC vessels shutting down on  
1 September and would have resulted in 55,000 mt AKSC quota being left in the water.2  The 
economic value of this foregone catch would have been approximately $48 million.  Given the 
scale and magnitude of this potential economic disruption to the A80 fleet at large, sufficient 
advance notice, opportunity for public comment and in-depth deliberative consideration is truly 
needed.  
 
Discussion of the BSAI Prohibited Species Catch Limits 
 
The Initial Review Document provides a range of options designed to reduce halibut by-catch 
limits across a large number of halibut bycatch users.  While Groundfish Forum is fully supportive 
of reducing halibut bycatch in our fisheries, the analysis provided within the document is lacking 
because “deck sorting,” a tool which will likely provide significant halibut bycatch reductions to 
the A80 fleet, is not part of the analysis.  According to the document, “there is not yet sufficient 
information to analyze halibut mortality reductions as a result of this alternative in time for initial 
review in February 2015.”  Without this analysis in place, any proposal for permanent and severe 
bycatch reductions is premature.  Sufficient time should be given to the A80 sector to determine 
the effectiveness of deck sorting as a bycatch tool.   
 
To that end, Groundfish Forum is requesting the Council and NMFS expedite the Exempted 
Fishery Permit (EFP) review and approve the deck sorting EFP as was submitted on January 8, 
2015 by the Alaska Seafood Cooperative (AKSC).  Expedited approval and adaptation of deck 
sorting in the AKSC fleet would be a significant step forward in reducing halibut discard 
mortality.  In reviewing this request, Groundfish Forum is asking the Council to consider the 
AKSC’s successful history of reducing halibut bycatch.  Using the tools provided through the A80 
program, the A80 sector has reduced BSAI halibut catch from an average of 2,650 tons (2003-
2007) to about 2,000 tons, a savings of almost 1.5 million pounds per year.3  The use of halibut 
excluders, on-the-grounds communications, gear modification, changes in areas and fishing times, 
and real-time reporting measures have produced substantial benefits.  Most recently, AKSC 
vessels were effective in responding the Council’s request to reduce bycatch in the 2nd half of 
2014.  While AKSC vessels were able to reduce our bycatch by more than 10% from the 5 year 
average for the final six months of the year, the end result did not ultimately produce the outcome 
desired by the IPHC.  The lack of success however was not due to lack of effort or lack of 
commitment by the AKSC fleet.   
                                                
2 Alaska Seafood Cooperative End of Year Catch Report  
3 Northern Economics, Inc.  Five-Year Review of the Effects of Amendment 80.  Prepared for the North Pacific Fishery 
Management Council. Oct 2014. 
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After extensive meetings with IPHC staff, the AKSC now has an understanding of how much and 
where halibut reductions need to occur in order to meet the State of Alaska’s goal to have a 1.0 
million lb fishery in Area 4CDE in 2015.   Based upon our analysis with IPHC, AKSC’s 
proportional share of O26 4CDE bycatch is 48% or 217 mt.  Armed with this knowledge and 
combined with the timely approval of an EFP for deck sorting, the AKSC will strive to meet this 
goal.  While we cannot guarantee an outcome, the AKSC fleet hopes to reach this goal under a 
voluntary construct similar to what was requested by the NPFMC in June 2014.  
 
Discussion of the Economic Value of the Amendment 80 sector 
 
There are always trade-offs in fisheries management and both positive and negative impacts from 
fishing.  The economic arguments for each side are only part of the story, but it is vital that the full 
picture of costs and benefits be part of the NPFMC discussion.  An excessive reduction in 
available halibut will have an economic impact not just on the A80 sector, but also on the State of 
Alaska and the Nation as a whole. 
 
According to the North Pacific Fishery Management Council’s report Five Year Review of the 
Effects of Amendment 80, in catching over 750 million pounds of fish a year, the total economic 
impact of the Amendment 80 fleet is substantial, providing approximately 2,057 fishing jobs 
aboard 18 vessels.  Additionally, the A80 fleet makes approximately 540 port calls in Alaska 
annually, creating an additional 2,500 indirect and induced jobs within Alaska.  Sales of fuel, 
groceries, moorage, and time in shipyards are major contributors to fishery support services and 
vendors in rural Alaska communities.  These activities contribute millions of dollars in local and 
state taxes to Alaska - $4.4 million in fish taxes alone in 2012.  Much of this tax revenue is 
reinvested in the coastal communities that we support with our fishing activity. Given the 
significant economic contributions of the A80 sector to the State of Alaska and the Nation, 
permanent and highly restrictive bycatch reductions that could threaten the substantial economic 
contributions of the A80 fleet should only be considered after the contributions of deck sorting 
have been formally assessed. 
 
In conclusion, we believe that the Council has the ability to work with AKSC fishermen to address 
halibut PSC concerns in 2015, without taking unwarranted Emergency Action and without 
imposing permanent and highly restrictive bycatch reductions.  Our sector has demonstrated our 
commitment to improving performance, and will continue to work very hard to continue to make 
improvements.  The ability to return halibut to the sea quickly through the deck sorting EFP, if 
approved, could significantly increase the survival of halibut that are caught by our sector.  While 
economics are not the only determining factor for your decisions, we ask that you take the value of 
the Amendment 80 sector into consideration as part of the regulatory process. 
 
Thank you for the opportunity to comment. 
 
 
 
Chris Woodley 
Executive Director 
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January 26, 2015 
 
 
 
North Pacific Fisheries Management Council 
605 W. 4th Avenue, Suite 306 
Anchorage, AK  99501 
VIA email:  npfmc.comments@noaa.gov 
 
 

Re: Comments on Agenda Item C5 for February 2015 Meeting  
 
 
To Whom It May Concern: 

The Aleut Community of Saint Paul Island, a federally recognized Indian tribe located 
on the Pribilof Islands, submits these comments on NPFMC agenda item C5, Bering Sea 
Halibut PSC for the upcoming February 2-10, 2015 meeting. 

As the Council is aware, area 4CDE has taken tremendous reductions in Fishery 
Constant Exploitation Yield (FCEY) the last few years, yet removals of halibut taken as 
incidental catch (PSC) in other fisheries has remained relatively unchanged.  Halibut PSC use 
actually increased in Area 4CDE in 2014.  This one-sided approach in the name of 
conservation has come at the expense of the directed commercial fishermen and Bering Sea 
communities. 

In 2015 there is the potential for 89% of the total halibut removals in Area 4CDE to be 
taken by bycatch users, leaving only 10% for directed halibut users.  The effect of this bycatch 
on the directed fisheries in Area 4CDE is the most severe.  Subtracting 2014 O26 bycatch in 
Area 4CDE from the Total Constant Exploitation Yield (TCEY), the IPHC has provided 
harvest advice for 2015 that would set the 4CDE FCEY at 520,000 pounds, a reduction of 
60% from 2014, and 84% from the ten-year average. 

 
Our tribal community relies on the Bering Sea halibut fishery and will suffer great 

economic, cultural, and social hardships if the directed fishery continues to endure drastic 
reductions.  Unchanged halibut PSC use is a direct threat to the health and welfare of our 
tribal members and our community, as our community already struggles with 
overwhelming rates of substance abuse, domestic violence, and unemployment.  A 
continued reduction in the directed halibut fishery, in effect leading to a complete 
closure, will only increase our challenges, as a closure removes essential (and for many, 
the only) employment and income for the entire year.  
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We fear our small community will not be able to recover from yet another 
existential threat to our survival as an Alaska Native community and federally recognized 
tribe.  This unfortunate situation follows similar collapses of the salmon resource in other 
parts of the state, and points to a definite fisheries management problem that is harmful to 
species such as salmon and halibut that are key to the survival of our Alaska Native 
communities and our cultural identity. 

 
Immediate action to reduce halibut PSC, and minimize halibut bycatch mortality, 

could have an immediate positive impact on the directed halibut users, particularly in Area 
4CDE; would help to improve halibut stock conditions, and would be consistent with 
objectives under National Standards 8 and 9.  Under National Standard 8, the Council must 
consider the sustained participation of communities when making fisheries management 
decisions.   
 

There is immediate need to reduce bycatch mortality in the BSAI groundfish fisheries, 
and the first priority of the Council and the National Marine Fisheries Service must be to take 
action on halibut bycatch reductions, particularly in sectors and groundfish fisheries with the 
highest bycatch rates, and to implement those new regulations in 2016.  
 

We ask the Council to reduce halibut PSC caps in the Bering Sea by up to 50%.  The 
sector with the highest rate of bycatch may require the highest percentage of reduction.  We 
also ask the Council and NMFS to quickly implement measures in the Amendment 80 sector 
to provide opportunities for deck sorting of halibut, or other handling practices that may 
reduce mortality of halibut that cannot be avoided. 
 

As a follow-on to the immediate bycatch limit reductions, we ask the Council to 
prioritize a second action, to analyze the range of potential approaches to establishing a halibut 
PSC limit based on projections of total biomass, projected spawning biomass, or other 
appropriate indices of abundance and productivity.  The goal of this action would be to 
provide for an equitable amount of halibut for each user group, with all uses based on an 
annual scientific determination of the health and sustainability of the resource itself.   
  

 
 Thank you for the opportunity to submit these comments.  We truly hope the Council 
implements immediate and necessary actions to save the directed halibut fishery and provide 
our Aleut people with a chance at continued survival in the Bering Sea.  

 
 
 

Sincerely,  
 
 
  
            
      Amos T. Philemonoff, Sr. 
      President, Aleut Community of St. Paul Island 
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Post Office Box 1229 / Sitka, Alaska 99835 907.747.3400 / FAX 907.747.3462 

 

North Pacific Fishery Management Council 

605 West 4th Street Ste 306 

Anchorage Alaska 99501 

January 27, 2015 

Dear Chairman Hull and Members of the Council, 

I submit these comments to you on behalf of the Alaska Longline Fishermen’s Association (ALFA) on 

Agenda item C-5 Bering Sea bycatch.  ALFA is a non-profit association of fishing vessel owners and 

deckhands committed to sustainable fisheries, healthy marine ecosystems and strong coastal fishing 

communities.  ALFA appreciates the high priority the Council has assigned to addressing Bering Sea 

bycatch at the February meeting, and we urge immediate action to reduce Bering Sea prohibited species 

catch caps by 50%.  

As the Council is aware, in the past decade catch limits in the halibut directed fisheries have been 

dramatically reduced—and then reduced again—in Gulf of Alaska and Bering Sea.  Catch limit reductions 

in the past 5 years have averaged 52% across the fishery, while reductions in specific areas have totaled 

over 70%.  The reductions have been in response to declines in the exploitable halibut biomass.  Slower 

growth rates and weaker year classes leave questions about the future of the stock.   Projections 

regarding a large biomass of small fish poised to recruit to the fishery have been replaced by far more 

modest assumptions about average recruitment events.  In some areas, catch per unit effort in the 

survey has dropped to one quarter of levels recorded 10 years ago.  Halibut fishermen are concerned 

about the future of the stock and have experienced significant economic impacts from lower catch limits 

to promote stock rebuilding. 

During this same time, Bering Sea bycatch caps have remained unchanged at 7 million pounds.  As you 

know, the IPHC deducts halibut bycatch from the allowable biological catch before setting the directed 

fishery catch limits, which has resulted in a significant and ongoing reallocation of the resource from the 

historic directed harvesters to the groundfish trawl fisheries.  This reallocation is more egregious in Area 

4CDE, where 87% of the total 2015 halibut harvest could be allocated as bycatch.  This reallocation is in 

direct conflict with National Standard 9, which directs Council to reduce bycatch. 

The primary stock component of halibut bycatch is pre-spawners that have not yet contributed to the 

halibut resource.  Significant uncertainty surrounds abundance estimates of this resource component, as 
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is evidenced by the substantial readjustment of future stock projects that occurred three years ago 

when the IPHC staff corrected the chronic retrospective bias in the halibut assessment models.  Given 

this uncertainty and the existing low levels of abundance, unmitigated halibut bycatch poses a growth 

overfishing threat to the halibut resource.  As such, halibut bycatch is in conflict with National Standard 

1 and undermines efforts by directed halibut fishermen to protect and rebuilding potential stocks.  

The halibut fishery is culturally, socially and economically vital to Alaska’s fishery dependent 

communities.  The ongoing resource reallocation from these communities to the industrial scale 

fisheries that are generally home-ported outside of Alaska is in conflict with National Standard 8, which 

calls on Council to provide for the sustained participation of fishery dependent communities in our 

Nation’s fisheries.  The real potential for the communities of St Paul and St George to be excluded from 

Area 4CDE fisheries by halibut is unacceptable.  

ALFA supports the Council taking immediate and effective action to reduce Bering halibut prohibited 

species catch caps by at least 50%, and to do so through a sector by sector approach.  On a more long-

term track, ALFA asks that the Council consider a comprehensive suite of Gulf of Alaska and Bering Sea 

bycatch measures that protect the rebuilding potential of the stock through closed areas, individual 

bycatch accountability, and abundance based bycatch caps.  We believe the condition of the halibut 

resource and the existing plight of the Bering Sea fishing communities demands this immediate and 

thorough approach to reducing bycatch. 

 

Thank you for the opportunity to comment. 

Sincerely, 

 

Linda Behnken 
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January 26, 2015 
 
North Pacific Fishery Management Council 
605 West 4th Avenue, Suite 306 
Anchorage, AK 99501 
 
RE: Agenda item C-5 Bering Sea Halibut PSC 
 
Dear Chairman Hull and Council members: 
 
We appreciate the opportunity to comment on the issue of Bering Sea Halibut Prohibited Species Catch 
(PSC, or bycatch). The Alaska Marine Conservation Council (AMCC) is an Alaska-based non-profit 
dedicated to protecting the long term health of Alaska’s oceans and sustaining the working waterfronts of 
our coastal communities. Our members include fishermen, subsistence harvesters, marine scientists, 
small business owners and families, many of whom rely on healthy halibut fisheries. 

Bering Sea halibut fisheries in 2015 face a crisis of dramatic proportions. The harvest levels recommended 
by the International Pacific Halibut Commission (IPHC) for 2015 represent a 60% reduction from the 
already greatly reduced 2014 harvest. These harvest reductions –necessary for the long-term 
sustainability of the stock—would virtually eliminate the halibut fishery in this region, making it 
economically unfeasible for individual businesses and processing facilities to operate.  While harvests in 
the directed halibut fisheries in this region have been reduced dramatically, the bycatch limits for the 
groundfish fisheries that operate in the same area have remained relatively unchanged at over 7 million 
lbs. For years, more of the halibut in this region have been allocated as bycatch than to the directed users. 
In 2015, this situation has become egregious - if the IPHC’s recommended harvest limits for Area 4CDE 
are adopted, 87% of the total halibut harvest will be allocated as bycatch, with only a smidgen of leftovers 
for the directed fisheries. 

To meet the North Pacific Fishery Management Council’s (Council’s) obligations under National 
Standards 1, 8 and 9, and to continue its reputation for sustainable management, it is critical that the 
Council takes quick and decisive action to right this egregious situation. To that end, we ask the Council 
to: 

1. Include an option to reduce bycatch caps by at least 50%, particularly for those 
sectors which are responsible for the majority of the halibut bycatch in the Bering 
Sea; 

2. Utilize emergency regulatory authority to implement reductions quickly; and 
3. Investigate the potential for abundance-based caps, but only to the extent it does 

not delay this action. 
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More specific rationale for these recommendations follows below. We urge you to move forward at this 
meeting to address this issue of great importance to communities and fishermen throughout Alaska and 
the Pacific Northwest and to protect this critical resource. 

A. Background: the State of the Halibut Resource, Halibut Fisheries and Bycatch 

The Pacific halibut stock has been continuously declining over the last decade.1 The International Pacific 
Halibut Commission (IPHC) has estimated that there was a 66% decline in catch rates from 2000 to 
2013.2 The female spawning biomass of halibut is about half as large as it was during the 1980s and early 
1990s even with low fishery harvest levels.3 Halibut are a long -lived and slow growing species, and there 
are no good year classes of recruits in the population, so this situation is unlikely to change in the near 
future. The decline in population is primarily a result of smaller recruitment strength and decreasing size-
at-age.4  

Bering Sea halibut fisheries in 2015 face an even greater crisis than those of the past few years. The 
harvest levels recommended by the staff of the International Pacific Halibut Commission (IPHC) for 2015 
would provide a mere 520,000 pounds to the directed fisheries in areas 4CDE in 2015, down from an 
already greatly reduced 1.285 million pounds in 2014. Harvests in the directed halibut fisheries in this 
region have been reduced by 69% from 2007-2013, and the recommended reductions for 2015 represent 
another 60% reduction. 

Bycatch limits for the groundfish fisheries that operate in the same area, on the otherhand, have remained 
unchanged at over 7 million lbs. In fact, while catch limits for the directed fisheries have declined 
dramatically in recent years, halibut bycatch has actually increased for some sectors in 2014, compared 
to the 2009-2013 average. Despite a request from the Council to reduce bycatch by 10% in June 2014, 
some sectors saw increased bycatch. Taken as a whole, “the BSAI groundfish fisheries were unsuccessful 
in reducing halibut PSC mortality by the target goal of 10%.”5 The Amendment 80 sector, which is the 
largest contributor to halibut bycatch, saw an increase of 3% in 2014 and the AFA CPs saw an increase of 
158%.6 In looking at 2014 bycatch, it is also important to note that within the trawl fisheries, two 

                                                            
1 Stewart, I. J. & S. Martell, Assessment of the Pacific halibut stock at the end of 2013, IPHC Report and Assessment and 
Research Activities at 169 (2013); 79 Fed. Reg. 13,906, 13,907 (March 12, 2014). 
2 Stewart, I. J., S. Martell, B. M. Leaman, R. A. Webster, & L. L. Sadorus, Report to the North Pacific Fishery Management 
Council on the Status of Pacific halibut in the Bering Sea and Aleutian Islands and the impacts of Prohibited Species Catch at 9 
(June 2014). 
3 See id. at 196, Fig. 19. 
4 Stewart & Martell at 169; 172; 174. 
5 North Pacific Fishery Management Council, Environmental Assessment/Regulatory Impact Review/Initial Regulatory 
Flexibility Analysis, Revise Bering Sea/Aleutian Islands Halibut Prohibited Species Catch Limits, Initial Review Draft at 49 
(Jan. 19, 2015) [hereinafter EA/RIR/IRFA].  
6 Id.  
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fisheries alone were responsible for the majority of the bycatch – the yellowfin sole and rock sole fisheries 
combined were responsible for 67% of the halibut bycatch.7 

Bycatch of halibut in the Bering Sea groundfish fishery is not only significant, but at this point in time is 
the largest source of mortality for halibut in Area 4 by far. On average, groundfish fisheries in the Bering 
Sea remove 5 million pounds of halibut a year. A large amount of that bycatch is composed of juveniles, 
or fish less than 26 inches in length. Removal of these juveniles is especially problematic as they serve as 
the main recruitment for the entire Pacific population. 

B. Immediate Action is Needed to Reduce Halibut Bycatch and to Comply with the MSA. 

The situation in the Bering Sea has reached a level of absurdity, with 87% of the total mortality in Area 
4CDE attributable to bycatch. This situation is contrary to basic principles of equity and fairness, but it is 
also contrary to the Council’s obligations under National Standards 1, 8 and 9 of the Magnuson Stevens 
Fishery Management and Conservation Act (MSA).  

National Standard 1 requires that “Conservation and management measures shall prevent 
overfishing…”8  To meet its obligations under this National Standard, NMFS must establish, whether in 
the Groundfish FMP or in a separate FMP for halibut, objective criteria to monitor the status of halibut 
stocks and identify when the halibut stock is overfished or subject to overfishing, as required by 16 
U.S.C. § 1853(a)(10). Bycatch of halibut in the Bering Sea groundfish fishery is potentially causing 
overfishing of halibut and the stock of halibut may currently be in an overfished condition. The 
Groundfish Fishery Management Plan (FMP), which governs the management of halibut bycatch, utilizes 
prohibited species catch limits to manage bycatch in the Bering Sea. However, the Groundfish FMP does 
not establish criteria to assess whether the halibut stock is overfished or subject to overfishing. As a result, 
there is no way for NMFS to ensure that halibut bycatch management measures it implements through the 
harvest specification process will prevent overfishing or rebuild an overfished halibut stock without first 
determining whether the halibut stock is overfished or whether the non-target catch of halibut amounts to 
overfishing. 

National Standard 8 requires that “Conservation and management measures shall …take into account the 
importance of fishery resources to fishing communities … to (a) provide for the sustained participation of 
such communities, and (b) to the extent practicable, minimize adverse economic impacts on such 
communities.”9 The current situation, in which the halibut resource in Areas 4CDE is overwhelmingly 
allocated to bycatch, does not comply with the Council’s obligations under National Standard 8. A system 
which places the entire burden of conservation on the communities which depend on the halibut 

                                                            
7 National Marine Fisheries Service, Report to the North Pacific Fishery Management Council on Bering Sea and Aleutian 
Islands In-Season Management Report, (December 2014). 
8 16 U.S.C. § 1853(a)(1)(A). 
9 16 U.S.C. § 1851(a)(8). 
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resource, while allowing bycatch to continue at or above historic levels, is directly contrary to the need to 
provide for sustained participation and to minimize impacts on such communities. To the contrary the 
current division between bycatch and directed fisheries appears to maximize the impacts on halibut fishery-
dependent communities. The community impacts are particularly dramatic for the communities in the 
Bering Sea. The small communities of this area have little else to rely upon for income, and a loss of the 
halibut fisheries will result in extreme economic and social impacts to these communities which goes far 
beyond a dollar value.  

National Standard 9 requires that “Conservation and management measures shall, to the extent 
practicable, (a) minimize bycatch and (b) to the extent bycatch cannot be avoided, minimize the mortality 
of such bycatch.”10 Given the current status of the halibut stock, the directive to minimize bycatch is even 
more compelling. A situation in which the directed fisheries catch limits are reduced by 60% in a year 
while the bycatch limits remain largely the same, with actual bycatch increasing for some sectors, is on its 
face not an effort to reduce bycatch. It is long past time for the Council to act to reduce bycatch in this 
fishery, and under the current crisis it is critical that action is taken expeditiously to put the Council’s 
management of the Bering Sea groundfish fisheries back in compliance with the National Standards.  

C. Recommendations for Council Action 
1. Include an option to reduce bycatch caps by at least 50%, particularly for those sectors which 

are responsible for the majority of the halibut bycatch in the Bering Sea; 

Aside from modest reductions for the A. 80 fleet, the halibut PSC (bycatch) caps have not been adjusted 
in a meaningful way in recent history. While the directed fisheries have faced year after year of reductions 
as the stock has declined, bycatch has not been similarly reduced. With bycatch taken “off the top” by the 
IPHC in the TAC-setting process, this leaves the directed fisheries to bear the entire brunt of reductions. 
Commensurate reductions for the groundfish fisheries are necessary both for reasons of conservation and 
equity. Yet, the different sectors in the groundfish fisheries that catch halibut as bycatch have very 
different contributions to the overall bycatch amounts, and use their caps at very different levels. For 
instance, for some fisheries, amongst the options under consideration only the greatest reduction of 35% 
begins to achieve a reduction from the current bycatch. While greater reductions may not be necessary 
for all sectors, to ensure a reasonable range of alternatives is available to the Council, we recommend 
expanding the range of reductions under consideration to 50%. Even a 50% reduction pales in 
comparison to the reductions faced by the directed halibut fisheries in recent years. 

2. Utilize emergency regulatory authority to implement reductions quickly;  

The situation in 2015 is by all accounts an emergency, and this disastrous situation is likely to occur again 
in 2016 without expeditious action from this Council. We urge the Council to move forward with the 
current amendment package on an expedited time frame, with final action no later than June 2015. 

                                                            
10 16 U.S.C. § 1851(a)(9). 
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However, we urge the Council to utilize emergency regulatory authority to ensure new management 
measures are in place as quickly as possible, and certainly to ensure that we are not in this same situation 
again next year at this time. The current scenario is a textbook example of the type of situation for which 
the emergency regulation provisions were designed. Substantial harm and disruption to the halibut fishery 
and the communities of the region will be caused in the time it would take to follow standard rulemaking 
procedures. The criteria and justification for emergency regulations have been met, as outlined in the 
letter from the Alaska Department of Fish and Game Commissioner Sam Cotten, signed by all of Alaska’s 
members on the Council, to the Secretary of Commerce requesting emergency regulations. We therefore 
ask you again to utilize emergency regulations to put a bycatch reduction in place expeditiously. The 
Council has used this authority in the past to address bycatch issues – emergency regulations were utilized 
to exempt the A. 80 fleet from the groundfish retention standard (GRS) when the regular regulatory 
process was not going to work quickly enough. It is time to utilize this authority now to meet the 
Council’s obligations under the MSA and to restore much-needed balance to the Bering Sea halibut 
situation.  

3. Investigate the potential for abundance-based caps, but only to the extent it does not delay this 
action. 

PSC or bycatch caps which float with halibut abundance could provide a valuable tool for the Council, 
indexing bycatch levels to the state of the halibut resource as the directed fisheries are. We understand 
that this issue will be discussed with the IPHC at their meeting this week, as well as at the joint meeting 
with the Council Feb. 5. We hope to be able to provide more detailed comments regarding this concept 
at that time. Overall, however, while we support the concept of abundance-based caps, we do not want 
to see development of this type of alternative delay the Council’s immediate action to reduce halibut 
bycatch. If an abundance-based cap will slow down this action, we urge the Council to take action now on 
the set of alternatives currently before you and follow-up with an action to develop abundance based caps 
as a longer term measure. 

D. Conclusion 

Cuts in catch limits have and will continue to have dramatic effects on our fisheries, businesses, 
economies and communities that depend on the halibut resource. Each halibut caught as bycatch has a 
direct effect on the spawning biomass and yield available to other sectors now and in the future. 

The halibut stock and fishery are in a critical state. It is crucial for both conservation and equity that we 
reduce halibut PSC limits in the Bering Sea groundfish fisheries immediately. To serve conservation 
needs, we need the halibut currently wasted as bycatch to have an opportunity to mature and contribute 
to the spawning biomass. As a matter of equity, we cannot ask other user groups to take huge hits in their 
catch limits year after year while bycatch limits remain stagnant. We urge the Council to comply with 
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Dear NPFMC Commissioner and Board Members,

I write today to express my concern for the future of the halibut resource in Alaska. I am 
a life long Alaskan resident as well as a career halibut charter guide in South Central 
Alaska. I have witnessed the decline of this resource in my life time. Working together 
and responding with urgency to decrease the overwhelming amount of by-catch in the 
Bearing Sea, by the trolling fleet, we can and will save our delicate halibut resource. You 
all have the power to make the right choice and begin the healing process of the halibut 
resource by decreasing the allowed halibut by-catch by the trolling fleet in the Bearing 
Sea. It is absolutely disgusting that last year more halibut was wasted than retained in 
that area.

I have supported myself and my family, for the past 17 years, largely on my ability to 
charter guide angler’s for halibut. Recently implemented restrictions on the charter fleet 
have put severe financial strain on my household which is here in Alaska. Further 
restrictions against the charter halibut fleet will directly inflict financial hardship to my 
household. Please stop the implementing the drastic restrictions against the charter 
halibut fleet. 

As a parent there is nothing more than I would hope for than to leave this resource 
strong and thriving long after I am gone for my children and theirs. Please help 
conserve our halibut resource by limiting the by-catch for trollers in the Bearing Sea by 
50%. 

Thank-you for you consideration.

Sincerely, 

Capt. Francisca Barnett
2609 Afognak Ave
Seward, Alaska 99664
c. (907)252-9767

January 17, 2012

North Pacific Fishery Management Council
605 West 4th Ave, Suite 306
Anchorage, AK  99501
npfmc.comments@noaa.gov 
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www.beringseaelders.org ● beringsea.elders@gmail.com 
 
 
 
January 27, 2015 
 
 
North Pacific Fishery Management Council                   
605 West 4th Avenue, Suite 306 
Anchorage, AK 99501-2252 
 
 
Re: Agenda Item C-5 – BSAI Halibut PSC 
 
 
Dear Chairman Hull and members of the Council, 
 
The Bering Sea Elders Group is made up of elders from 39 participating tribes from Kuskokwim 
Bay to the Bering Strait. Our mission is to protect our traditional ways of life, the ocean web of life 
that supports the resources we rely on and our children’s future.  
 
The halibut resource is a significant contribution to our local economies as food, income and jobs. 
We are deeply concerned about the level of halibut bycatch in groundfish fisheries in the Bering 
Sea.  This bycatch affects the overall halibut population and limits opportunity for tribal members 
along the coast to harvest halibut for our families and to participate in local commercial fisheries. 
Fishermen in our villages harvest halibut from small boats and skiffs. In 2015 the catch limit is 
likely to be insufficient for our people to go fishing and earn any money.  
 
We are concerned not only about the impact of bycatch on our fishing opportunity, but about the 
waste itself.  In our culture, we have always been taught to respect everything that the land and 
sea provides and never to waste what we harvest. It is inconceivable that a situation like this, in 
which far more halibut is wasted than landed, is allowed to happen at all. 
 
Ultimately, the state of the overall Bering Sea halibut population is important to us because our 
opportunities to fish are tied to the health of the resource as a whole. Halibut move inshore and 
offshore at different times of the year for feeding and spawning, which means there is 
widespread mixing of the fish we harvest throughout the Bering Sea.1 We know that what 
happens offshore affects the abundance of halibut that our villages along the coast rely on.   
 
The Bering Sea-wide halibut bycatch cap has remained almost the same since the late 1980s even 
though the halibut stock has steeply declined in recent years.  Last month when the groundfish 
catch specifications were adopted for the coming year, the Council failed to address the cultural, 
ecological and fisheries conservation dimensions of this drastic waste of the halibut resource. This  
 

(over) 
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year it appears that halibut bycatch in our Area 4CDE will account for almost 90% of the total 
halibut catch.2 The scale of bycatch has reached disastrous proportions and is absolutely an 
emergency.  We urge the Council to make very significant reductions in bycatch to show proper 
care for our living resources and to enable respectable directed fisheries to thrive in the future.  
 
 
Sincerely, 
 
 
 
 
 
David Bill, Sr.   Fred Phillip 
Chair    Executive Director 
 
 
                                                           
1 Ian J. Stewart, Steven J. D. Martell, Bruce M. Leaman, Ray A. Webster, Lauri L. Sadorus, Report to 
the North Pacific Fishery Management Council on the status of Pacific halibut in the Bering Sea 
and Aleutian Islands and the impacts of Prohibited Species Catch 10 (June 2014). 
2 IPHC. 2015 IPHC Annual Meeting Handout. 
http://www.iphc.int/publications/bluebooks/IPHC_bluebook_2015.pdf  
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!
To Whom it May Concern: !
• As a commercial halibut fisherman, I strongly support immediate action 

to reduce halibut bycatch (halibut PSC) in the Bering Sea by at least 50%. 
• Bering Sea halibut fisheries are facing a crisis. The harvest levels recommended by the 

International Pacific Halibut Commission (IPHC) for 2015 would reduce catch limits 
for areas 4CDE by 71% from 2014 levels, and harvests in the directed halibut fisheries 
in this region have been reduced by 69% from 2007-2013. 

• At the same time, the halibut bycatch limits have remained virtually unchanged at over 
7 mlbs.  

• In 2015, if  the IPHC’s recommended harvest limits for Area 4CDE are adopted, this 
means that 92% of  the total halibut harvest will be allocated as bycatch, with only a 
smidgen leftover for the directed fisheries. 

• The Magnuson-Stevens Act requires under National Standard 9 that bycatch be 
reduced. 

• National Standard 8 requires councils provide for the sustained participation of  fishery 
dependent communities, but unless the council acts now Bering Sea communities will 
be cut off  from this historic fishery while trawlers are allowed to continue killing 
halibut in the very same area.  

• Communities who depend on the halibut resource and the resource do not have the 
luxury of  waiting for reductions in bycatch to be made: bycatch reductions must be 
made now. 

• Halibut bycatch in the Bering Sea must be reduced comparable to the 
reductions to the directed fisheries. Halibut bycatch should be reduced by 
no less than 50%. !!

THANK YOU,  
RYAN NICHOLS 
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BERING SEA HALIBUT BYCATCH  

As an Alaskan fisherwoman and consumer of halibut, I strongly support 

immediate action to reduce halibut bycatch in the Bering Sea by at least 50 percent. 

Emergency regulation is needed to ensure that the halibut fisheries in Alaska will be able 

to survive in 2015 and beyond. Currently, the International Pacific Halibut Commission 

recommends major reductions to catch limits for directed halibut fisheries in the Bering 

Sea. Meanwhile, halibut bycatch caps in the Bering Sea trawl fishery remain largely 

unchanged. If the IPHC’s recommended catch limits for the Bering Sea halibut fishery 

are adopted, and caps remain the same, halibut fisheries will be allocated just a fraction 

of the catch, while 92 percent will be allocated to bycatch: fish thrown overboard, usually 

dead after its time in the trawl nets, essentially wasted.  

Overfishing in the Bering Sea is a grave concern, which is why halibut quota 

has plummeted to well below 1 million pounds, and yet bycatch numbers remain limited 

at a staggering 7 million pounds. On a cultural and economic level, this resource balance 

seriously impacts everyone involved in the halibut fishery — whether you’re commercial 

or sport fishermen, a charter company, consumers of the fish, or enjoyers of the 

subsistence lifestyle. Growing up in Homer, the self-proclaimed “Halibut Capital of the 

World,” each year is marked by a freezer full of fish with summers drawing tourists to 

the spit to partake in fishing. Boats come into the harbor with the day’s catch. We see the 

diamond-shaped giants weighed on hooks, smell the fishy breeze, and experience what 

makes our town a vibrant fishing town. Not taking immediate action on halibut 

regulations is a direct threat to fishing lifestyles and the standard of fisheries management 

everywhere. The decimation of halibut stock in the Bering Sea is not isolated to the 

Bering Sea and its communities as halibut tend to migrate, so what happens to Bering Sea 

stocks is a statewide issue.  The large-scale ground fish operations targeting overseas 

markets waste valuable marine resources that Alaskans rely on. Halibut bycatch in the 

Bering Sea must be reduced comparable to the reductions to the directed fisheries. 

Halibut bycatch should be reduced by no less than 50 percent.  
 

Sincerely,  
Oceana Wills�
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175  South  Franklin  Street,  Suite  148
Juneau,  Alaska  99801  USA

+907.586.4050
 OCEANA.ORG

Protecting the
  World’s Oceans

 
 
January 26, 2015 
 
Mr. Dan Hull, Chair     Dr. Jim Balsiger, Regional Administrator 
North Pacific Fishery Management Council  NOAA Fisheries, Alaska Region 
605 W. Fourth Avenue, Suite 306   709 West Ninth Street 
Anchorage, AK 99501-2252    Juneau, AK 99802-1668 
 
Re:   Agenda items C-4 and C-5, Bering Sea halibut bycatch 
 
Dear Chairman Hull, Dr. Balsiger, and Council Members: 
  
The North Pacific Fishery Management Council (NPFMC) and National Marine Fisheries 
Service (NMFS) must take action to comply with their obligations under the law to minimize 
bycatch and prevent overfishing of Pacific halibut.  We urge you to take immediate action to 
reduce the halibut prohibited species caps for the BSAI groundfish fisheries. 
 
As we have explained in our previous letters on this issue, NMFS’s obligations under the law are 
clear.  The Magnuson-Stevens Act (MSA) explicitly requires that NMFS “to the extent 
practicable and in the following priority:  (A) minimize bycatch; and (B) minimize the mortality 
of bycatch which cannot be avoided.” 16 U.S.C. §1853(a)(11). This requirement is reinforced in 
National Standard 9, with which all Fishery Management Plans must be consistent, and which 
restates the requirement to minimize bycatch to the extent practicable. See id. § 1851(a)(9). 
When it added these provisions to the Act, Congress was very clear that its intent was to halt the 
“shameful waste” occurring in the nation’s fisheries. 142 Cong. Rec. S10,794, at 10,820 (1996). 
 
NMFS must also meet its MSA obligations to prevent, conserve, and manage the Pacific halibut 
stock and to prevent overfishing. The Groundfish Fishery Management Plans (FMP), which 
govern the management of halibut bycatch, have not established criteria to assess whether the 
halibut stock is overfished or subject to overfishing.  To meet its obligation to prevent 
overfishing, 16 U.S.C. § 1853(a)(1)(A), NMFS must establish, whether in the Groundfish FMPs 
or in a separate FMP for halibut, objective criteria to monitor the status of halibut stocks and 
identify when the halibut stock is overfished or subject to overfishing. See 16 U.S.C. § 
1853(a)(10). There are indications that the Pacific halibut stock is currently subject to 
overfishing and could be potentially overfished.  
 
The Pacific halibut spawning biomass has been in decline since the 1990s.1   Currently, the 
spawning stock size is estimated to be less than half of what it was three decades ago, and some 
models estimate it to be much lower.2  Projections demonstrate that the spawning stock will 
continue to decline even under low harvest conditions.3  Even so, the NMFS has not determined 
the status of the stock, as required under the MSA. 
 

                                                
1 Stewart, I. J. & S. Martell, Assessment of the Pacific halibut stock at the end of 2014, IPHC Report of Assessment 
2 Id. at 165. 
3 Id. at Figure 13. 
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In addition, it is apparent that “overfishing” is occurring and has been occurring for some time.  
Hindcast estimates reveal that the Pacific halibut fishing harvest targets have been exceeded 
since 2003.4  In 2014, again, target harvest rates were exceeded, in part, due to larger than 
expected levels of bycatch.5  It is possible these high levels of bycatch, particularly since they are 
comprised of a large proportion of juvenile halibut, could be resulting in both recruitment 
overfishing and growth overfishing.  NMFS and the NPFMC must address this problem.   
 
The continued waste of halibut is shameful. When allowed to grow to maturity and beyond, the 
Pacific halibut (Hippoglossus stenlopis) can be among the largest fish in Alaskan waters (other 
than the largest sharks) and a great apex predator of the sea. Though the spawning biomass of the 
stock has been on a declining trend, the Pacific halibut stock still supports a major commercial 
fishery and a large commercial charter sportfishing industry—even as quotas in those fisheries 
have been reduced, and recreational and subsistence fisheries have a harder time finding fish. 
Halibut is important to the U.S. seafood market, and most of the halibut caught in Alaska is 
consumed domestically. Halibut is even more important as a food source locally since halibut 
comprises a substantial portion of the fish protein consumed by residents of Alaska. 
 
In the last 10 years (2004-2013), an estimated 82 million pounds of halibut have been killed as 
bycatch in the federal groundfish fisheries in the Bering Sea (Figure 1).6  This bycatch includes 
millions of adult halibut and even more juvenile halibut.  Bycatch of massive amounts of 
juvenile halibut is particularly troubling.  Several years of tagging studies are confirming what 
has been known for decades; the Bering Sea as an important nursery area for halibut.  After a 
few years of growth, halibut may remain and become resident spawners in the Bering Sea or they 
may disperse widely throughout their range, migrating to other parts of Alaska and elsewhere to 
populate those regions.7  
  
Of great irony is that over the same time period, 37 million pounds (almost 17,000 mt) of this 
dead halibut bycatch comes from the “Halibut Closed Area”, an area created by the International 
Pacific Halibut Commission to protect juvenile halibut (Figure 2).  Closures of halibut nursery 
areas to halibut fishing have been used as tools by the IPHC since 1932 to protect juvenile 
halibut and to enhance the halibut stock.  The Halibut Closed Area in the Bering Sea was 
successful at protecting halibut through the 1960s and 70s while the area remained closed to both 
the directed halibut fishery and the foreign trawl fleet.  Whether correlated or caused by this 
protection, many of these juvenile halibut subsequently contributed to strong year classes in the 
mid-70s and halibut abundance improved dramatically.8   Unfortunately, that protection was 
undone by the NPMFC in their very first BSAI FMP Amendment 1 which allowed year-round 
domestic trawling in the ‘Halibut Closed Area’ starting in 1984.9  Halibut bycatch mortality by 
the BSAI groundfish fleet has remained over 8 million lbs a year since then.  
 
                                                
4 Figure 4, 2015 IPHC Annual Meeting Handout 
5 pg. 156, 2015 IPHC Annual Meeting Handout 
6 Data from prohibited species catch reports, available at https://alaskafisheries.noaa.gov/2013/2013.htm  
Total PSC halibut mortality from 2004-2013 in BSAI NMFS statistical areas 
7 Seitz, A. C., Loher, T., Norcross, B. L., & Nielsen, J. L. (2011). Dispersal and behavior of Pacific halibut 
Hippoglossus stenolepis in the Bering Sea and Aleutian Islands region. Aquatic Biology, 12(3), 225-239. 
8 Pg. 91, Revise BSAI Halibut PSC Limits, Initial Review Draft, January 2015  
9 BSAI FMP Amendment 1 - Allowed year-round domestic trawling and longlining in the Winter Halibut Savings 
Area and Bristol Bay Pot Sanctuary; January 4, 1984 (49 FR 397) 
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In addition to taking immediate action to reduce the PSC cap, the Council should consider, in a 
trailing amendment,  spatial management measures including habitat closures and spatial bycatch 
limits in order to reduce halibut bycatch, protect juvenile halibut, and prevent localized 
depletion.  
 
The decisions of the NPFMC and NMFS in the past were likely weighted towards a desire to 
promote U.S. trawl fisheries, providing stability, investment, and growth in the fisheries and the 
companies.  Today, the effects of those decisions are evident, and trawl companies, particularly 
Amendment 80 cooperatives, have grown profitable and stable.  However, the effects of those 
decisions have also manifested in the condition of the Pacific halibut stock, through high bycatch 
mortality and reduced opportunities for the target halibut fisheries.  NMFS and the Council have 
helped implement catch share programs in the BSAI for the purpose of reducing bycatch, and it 
appears that such programs may not be acheiving their full potential to reduce bycatch.  In the 
last 10 years, there have been increasing trends in the halibut bycatch mortality in the rockfish 
(Pacific ocean perch), pollock (“bottom” and “pelagic”), and flatfish targets (Figures 3 and 4).  
The NPFMC and NMFS must now find a better balance. 
 
There is no shortage of tools that have been granted to the groundfish fleets that could be used to 
adapt to lower halibut prohibited species caps.  For example, the ‘Flatfish Specifications 
Flexibilty’ implemented in 2015 will allow the Amendment 80 and CDQ cooperatives to 
exchange quota share between yellowhead sole, rock sole, and flathead sole targets.  This 
flexibility should allow the Amendment 80 fleet to selectively target the flatfish species with the 
lowest rates of halibut bycatch mortality.  Currently yellowfin, rock, and flathead sole targets 
account for 40%, 28%, and 7% respectively of the average halibut mortality by the fleet (Fig 5-
29).10 
 
We strongly encourage the Council to take immediate action to reduce halibut prohibited species 
caps and implement management measures that are responsive to spatial concerns and trends in 
the halibut population.  Given the declines in the halibut stock this should be on an expedited 
NPFMC timeline for action.   
 
We look forward to continuing to work with you for healthy, sustainable fisheries that count, 
cap, and control wasteful bycatch. 
 
Sincerely, 
 

 
Jon Warrenchuk 
Senior Scientist and Campaign Manager 
Oceana  
 

                                                
10 Fig 5-29, Revise BSAI Halibut PSC Limits, Initial Review Draft, January 2015 ,  
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Figure 1:  Cumulative halibut bycatch mortality (mt) from 
BSAI groundfish fisheries in NMFS statistical areas 2004-2013 
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Figure 2:  Cumulative halibut bycatch mortality (mt) from BSAI groundfish fisheries in the 
IPHC Halibut Closed Area  
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Figure 3: Halibut bycatch mortality in the BSAI flatfish, hook-and-line Pacific cod, and bottom 
trawl Pacific cod target fisheries (2004-2013). 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
Figure 4:  Halibut bycatch mortality in the BSAI pollock, Atka mackerel, and rockfish target 
fisheries (2004-2013). 
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To the North Pacific Fishery Management Council, 

Council, 

I hold Area 2C halibut quota and have been active in the Alaska halibut fishery as a crewman 
or fishing purchased quota for over 25 years. 

Over this time I have witnessed the significant decline in the halibut biomass of area 2C. I am 
fully aware of the long term decline of halibut biomass in the other regions of Alaska, as 
well.  

Commercial fishermen, throughout most areas of Alaska, have seen our quota shares decline 
in poundage available to harvest by up to 70% over the last 15 years. We have adjusted to 
and supported this reduction recognizing the need to first and foremost protect halibut stocks 
in order to sustain a viable commercial fishery.  

Unfortunately the same cannot be said for the impacts the various trawl fisheries have had on 
halibut stocks throughout much of Alaska’s coastal waters. By-catch levels have long been  
to high with little being done that has actually reduced by-catch levels for this particular 
harvest method.  

It is time to take action and directly address this impact on the halibut stocks in Alaska water. 
Of special concern is the need to immediately reduce the accepted by-catch levels for the 
Bering Sea trawl fleet by at least 50%. Not only is the directed long line fishery for halibut, 
in areas 4 C,D and E being affected, the viability of the halibut stocks in this area are being 
threatened. This is unacceptable in any circumstance. It is a crisis and immediate action is 
required. 

It is time to seriously and specifically address the unacceptable impacts that the trawl 
fisheries have had and continue to inflict on halibut stocks in the GOA and the  Bering Sea.  

Noted impacts and associated requirements regarding by-catch of the trawl fisheries are 
included with this letter.  



· Bering Sea halibut fisheries are facing a crisis. The harvest levels recommended by the International 
Pacific Halibut Commission (IPHC) for 2015 would reduce catch limits for areas 4CDE by 71% from 
2014 levels, and harvests in the directed halibut fisheries in this region have been reduced by 69% 
from 2007-2013. 

· At the same time, the halibut bycatch limits have remained virtually unchanged at over 7 mlbs.  

· In 2015, if the IPHC’s recommended harvest limits for Area 4CDE are adopted, this means that 92% 
of the total halibut harvest will be allocated as bycatch, with only a smidgen leftover for the directed 
fisheries. 

· The Magnuson-Stevens Act requires under National Standard 9 that bycatch be reduced. 
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· National Standard 8 requires councils provide for the sustained participation of fishery dependent 
communities, but unless the council acts now Bering Sea communities will be cut off from this 
historic fishery while trawlers are allowed to continue killing halibut in the very same area.  

· Communities who depend on the halibut resource and the resource do not have the luxury of waiting 
for reductions in bycatch to be made: bycatch reductions must be made now. 

· Halibut bycatch in the Bering Sea must be reduced comparable to the reductions to the 
directed fisheries. Halibut bycatch should be reduced by no less than 50%. 

Thank you. 

Michael Kampnich 

FV Kristina 

PO Box 119 

Craig, Alaska 99921 
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Re: Agenda item C-5 Bering Sea Halibut PSC" 

 

I, Melvin Roe, am an avid a recreational halibut fishermen. I have experienced  
reduced bag limits on charters. 
 
Bottom line is that all for-profit harvesters should share in the  
burden of conservation proportionally. As an Alaskan, I am very concerned about  
the health of the halibut resource and I am depending on the North Pacific  
Fishery Management Council to base your upcoming decision regarding Bering Sea  
By-Catch of halibut to National Standards #8 and #9. 
 
First protect rural  
communities in the Bering Sea: 
 
National Standard 8 –  
Communities 
Conservation and management measures shall, consistent with the  
conservation requirements of this Act (including the prevention of overfishing  
and rebuilding of overfished stocks), take into account the importance of  
fishery resources to fishing communities by utilizing economic and social data  
that meet the requirement of paragraph (2) [i.e., National Standard 2], in order  
to (a) provide for the sustained participation of such communities, and (b) to  
the extent practicable, minimize adverse economic impacts on such  
communities. 
 
Second Reduce By catch: 
National Standard 9 – By  
catch 
Conservation and management measures shall, to the extent practicable,  
(a) minimize by catch and (b) to the extent by catch cannot be avoided, minimize  
the mortality of such by catch. 
 
These are your standards and you need to  
reduce by catch in the Bering Sea as soon as possible and in a manner consistent  
with the level that other directed fisheries have taken reductions. 

The resource needs to be managed for longevity of the resource  
instead of immediate monetary benefits for the trawl fleet. 
 
Sincerely, 
 
Melvin Roe 
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North Pacific Fishery Management Council 

605 West 4th Ave, Suite 306 

Anchorage, AK 99501 

npfmc.comments@noaa.gov 

Fax: (907) 271-2817 

npfmc.comments@noaa.gov 

Public Comment of Stephen Taufen, founder of Groundswell Fisheries Movement 

Re: C-5 Bering Sea Halibut PSC 
 

Madame Secretary, Chairman Dan Hull & NPFMC members: 

Groundswell is a public fisheries advocacy movement that has testified before the NPFMC for 

the past two decades, and I am Stephen Taufen, founder.  Formerly employed in the Alaskan 

seafood processing sector, and managed operations for pollock weight grading and related 

background.  This public comment concerns the previously incontrollable excessive bycatch to 

which the Council now attends.  Groundswell favors: 

1. Drastic reduction of halibut PSC, primarily among the groundfish trawl fleet, especially 

as it applied to the wanton waste associated with the conduct of fishing YSF (yellow fin) 

and rock sole – products of little to no benefit to USA consumers, with no value-added 

economic justifications in the USA. 

2. Refocus on also building future stocks, i.e. the adjoining mitigation approach – not just 

concentrating on bycatch – of hatchery and farming programs consideration.  Getting 

over the idea of not allowing finfish farming when there may be good reason to take 

advantage of it, when appropriate and applicable. 

Note that #2 necessitates #1, as if the groundfish trawl segment continues practices 

affecting massive quantities of 26 inch and under halibut, juvenile removals will remain 

too high, and most hatchery assistance will go to waste, as well. 

3. Greater adherence to the Precautionary Approach (UN/FAO and US Commerce guides) 

and a rethinking of MSY versus MEY.  No fishery that we deal with so often 

demonstrates the fallacy of running TAC and Bycatch/PSC caps up against the steep 

precipice of the sustainability curve, far to the right (x-axis) as halibut in Alaska.  No 

wonder there is a collapsing directed fishery. 

a. If the YFS and rock sole fishing activity does correlate to 67% of the trawl 

groundfishery total mortality of approx. 87% (some say under IPHC 

recommendations, that would become 92%) for areas 4CDE halibut, then it means 

(87 x 67 =) 58.3% is attributable to those non-pollock non-pelagic zone (i.e. 

substitutes a must fish on the bottom approach of greatest damage to halibut 

stocks) – per AMCC public comment. 

b. On a Bering Sea total of 4.4 million pounds (per FVOA letter to NMFS Sobeck of 

January 23, 2015), then 2.6 million pounds of halibut bycatch to USA fishermen 

in the directed fisheries may be said to be attributable to the YSF and RS 

fisheries, of limited USA value. 
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4. Consideration of possible changes in MSA related to “overfished” (i.e. blame it on the 

fishermen word games) to “depleted” (i.e. there are many other causes, foremost of which 

is “low recruit survival” – read as unwarranted non-precautionary trawling destruction).  

“Depleted” may call for the obvious required changes you so long to grasp in the realm of 

conservation, sustainability, and greatest maximum value to the USA. 

a. Accordingly, Groundswell favors the inclusion of the alternative option for an 

immediate, emergency rule action, 50% reduction in the trawl fisheries for 

halibut bycatch. 

 

Final note, please consider that in both the Bering Sea and the Gulf of Alaska, no other fishing 

gear “segment” stands in a heretofore Council-sanctioned position to enact financial havoc 

on the other gear types as do the trawl groundfish vessels hold privilege, example herein, to 

affect halibut or other species.  That should impose special WatchGuard responsibilities upon the 

Council to protect community and related rights for those reliant upon directed fisheries – non-

empowered longline, jig and pot fishermen vis-à-vis the powerful trawl lobby and to what one of 

our members calls “the privatization mongrels.” 

Please, put a chain on that dog.  There are others in the ocean park, too. 

Sincerely, 

[   submitted by email  ] 

Stephen R. Taufen 

P.O. Box 714; Kodiak, AK 99615  
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Paul Olson, Attorney-at-Law January 27, 2014
606 Merrell St.
Sitka, AK 99835
polsonlaw@gmail.com

Dan Hull, Chairman
North Pacific Fishery Management Council
605 W. 4th Avenue, Suite 306
Anchorage, AK 99501-2252
Fax:  (907) 271-2817

Re: Agenda Item C-5 BSAI Halibut PSC Limit Initial Review Draft

Dear Mr. Hull:

Thank you for the opportunity to comment on the initial EA/RIR/IRFA for a proposed
amendment to the BSAI Groundfish FMP. I submit the following comments on behalf of The
Boat Company (TBC).   TBC is a tax exempt, charitable, education foundation with a long
history of operating in southeast Alaska.  TBC conducts multi-day conservation and
wilderness tours in southeast Alaska aboard its two larger vessels, the 145’ M/V Liseron and
the 157’ M/V Mist Cove. TBC’s clients participate in a variety of activities as part of their
visit that include environmental education, kayaking, hiking, beachcombing as well as sport
fishing from smaller vessels.  Many of these clients relish the opportunity to fish for halibut
and efforts to ensure the recovery of the resource over the long term may increase the
availability of these fish to recreational fishermen relative to the current regulatory context
which restricts the size and amount of halibut available.  Additionally, TBC’s tours operate in
southeast Alaska communities that significantly depend on access to the halibut resource for
commercial and guided sport fishing, unguided sport fishing and subsistence.    Thus,
halibut fishing and long-term conservation of the halibut resource are important to TBC.

Alternative 2 includes sub-options that would reduce the PSC limits between 10 and 35%.
Section 2 of the EA explains that the alternatives reflect three objectives:  (1) to minimize
bycatch to the extent practicable; (2) to provide additional harvest opportunities in the
directed fishery and (3) to help improve stock conditions. TBC encourages the Council to
identify a preferred alternative that best meets these objectives by reducing the PSC limits by
35%, particularly for the Amendment 80 and trawl limited access sectors that have typically
accounted for more than 4.5 million net pounds of halibut PSC mortality per year over the
past six years in the BSAI, or roughly 80% of the total PSC mortality in the area. See EA at
48. Given the current stock condition, and uncertainties about the long-term impacts of
juvenile halibut bycatch in Area 4, TBC believes that a 35% reduction would be appropriate
among the available sub-options in light of the Council’s precautionary approach as adopted
in the BSAI Groundfish FMP. Additionally, given that the sub-options were developed in
June 2014, prior to the release of the 2014 stock assessment indicating a continuing
declining biomass trend, TBC requests the Council consider adding another sub-option
reducing the PSC limits by 50%.
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Reducing PSC 35% - 50% will improve stock conditions by reducing juvenile halibut
mortality

TBC’s support for a 35% - 50% reduction would help to improve stock conditions in
response to a significant conservation concern associated with high levels of juvenile halibut
mortality in Areas 4A and 4CDE. Section 3.6.2 of the BSAI Groundfish FMP provides
direction for modifying PSC limits that includes consideration of changes in halibut biomass
and stock condition and potential impacts on halibut stocks and fisheries. TBC believes
that there is a significant conservation benefit based on the high level of juvenile halibut
taken as bycatch in the BSAI.  The EA misses this point in asserting that reduced PSC limits
will not affect halibut differently “as catch will largely be reallocated from halibut PSC
mortality to directed fishery catch.”  EA at 72.  It only acknowledges that “there may be some
conservation benefit to the stock with respect to reducing the mortality of U26 halibut.” Id.
(emphasis added).

In light of the Council’s precautionary management approach, it seems more appropriate
to consider the alternatives in with an emphasis on the importance of minimizing U26
mortality as critical to ensuring the recovery of the halibut resource.  The IPHC has
previously stated with regard to Gulf of Alaska halibut PSC that reductions in juvenile (U26)
mortality are “particularly important to the health and potential for recovery of the stock from
the current low level of exploitable biomass.”1

This rationale is even more compelling with regard to the BSAI fisheries – as the EA notes,
U26 halibut PSC is proportionally highest in Areas 4A and 4CDE.  EA at 56. By weight, U26
mortality in these areas can be as much as 40%. Id. In terms of numbers of fish, in 2011,
there was a total estimated mortality of over 1 million individual U26 halibut in the BSAI, or
roughly two-thirds of the U26 PSC mortality in Alaska.2 Additionally, given the
acknowledged uncertainty noted in the EA about the 2004 – 2006 year class halibut which
have declined rapidly in abundance in the Bering Sea, and have not appeared in the fishery
or surveys, the need to minimize mortality in subsequent year classes seems even more
important.  EA at 37.

TBC also requests that the Council consider whether the initial review draft’s two page
analysis of the IPHC Closed Area in section 4.1 of the EA should be expanded in order to
provide more information about spatially explicit management measures to address juvenile
halibut bycatch. FMP management objectives related to bycatch reduction include
consideration of managing bycatch through geographical gear restrictions and bycatch
controls through PSC limits, “or other appropriate measures.”  FMP at 5 (objectives 18 and
20). The EA explains that the “Closed Area provided significant protection to juvenile
halibut” and that after bottom trawling was prohibited, “[c]oincidentally, halibut abundance
improved dramatically.”  EA at 91.  Then after the Closed Area was reopened to trawl
fisheries, halibut mortality in the area “increased substantially” and now accounts for a
significant proportion of BSAI halibut PSC. Id. Indeed, as reported at the 2015 IPHC Annual
Meeting, over the past four years, over 40% of the halibut PSC mortality has occurred in the
Closed Area. Further, the number of sampled juvenile fish is much higher in the Closed Area
than in other areas. Id. at 98. Since halibut abundance has declined dramatically after the

1 IPHC Staff.  2011.  Item 1.  Effect of reducing bycatch limits in the Gulf of Alaska on the halibut exploitable biomass and
spawning potential, including downstream effects from halibut migration.  March 2011.
2 IPHC. 2013. Report of Halibut Bycatch Work Group, Version 9 at 43, Figure 4. Available online at
http://www.iphc.int/documents/bycatch/Halibut_Byc_Work_Group_rept_v9.pdf
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Closed Area reopened to trawl fisheries, it seems reasonable to wonder:  is this really
coincidental?  The EA neither asks nor seeks to answer the question.

An expanded analysis could assess the relationship between reducing juvenile halibut
bycatch in the Closed Area and overall stock abundance in more detail. The Closed Area was
established to “aid in the protection of the large population of small, immature halibut” and
was closed to the foreign groundfish fleets.3 The IPHC’s 1998 review of the closed area
explained that “[t]he intent of the IPHC for the Bering Sea closed area, to protect small,
immature halibut, was violated when the area opened to U.S. groundfish fisheries, which
catch large numbers of these small halibut as bycatch.” Id. at 244.

The EA briefly describes two IPHC reviews of the Closed Area,4 which focused primarily on
the value of the Closed Area to directed halibut fisheries. See e.g. Trumble 1998 and EA at
92 (there was no need to maintain the directed fishery closure due to the distribution of the
halibut fisheries).  With regard to bycatch, the IPHC identified PSC limits as a primary
management control.  Trumble, R.J. at 245; EA at 92. However, addressing total mortality
through PSC limits does not mean that the analysis should be limited to a brief explanation
of bycatch mortality in the Closed Area, particularly given the historical rationale for the
Closed Area – juvenile halibut protection – combined with the current stock status and
heightened need to minimize juvenile halibut mortality to ensure recovery of the resource.

A 35% - 50% PSC limit reduction will partially ameliorate the impacts of an ongoing
reallocation of the halibut resource from directed fishery users to bycatch

Additionally, TBC believes that a substantial PSC limit reduction also is an appropriate
response to the significant allocative problem resulting from a fixed PSC limit in a declining
population scenario, which means that directed fishery user have borne the bulk of the
conservation burden. The status quo and lower reduction levels fail to meet National
Standard 4’s requirement that an allocation of fishing privileges be fair and equitable,
reasonably calculated to promote conservation, and not allocate an excessive share to any
group, as well as related BSAI FMP management objectives.  50 C.F.R. § 600.325(a);5 BSAI
FMP at 5 (objective 6 is to provide sustainable opportunities for recreational, subsistence and
commercial fishing participants; objective 7 seeks to avoid significant disruption of existing
socio-economic structures and objective 8 mirrors the requirement to promote fair and
equitable allocations of fishery resources). In its analysis of the no action, status quo
alternative, the EA notes that “the level of halibut removals … under the status quo could
result in reduced allocations to the directed halibut fisheries in Area 4 through reduced
yield.”  EA at 70.

3 Trumble, R.J. Evaluation of Maintaining the IPHC Closed Area in the Bering Sea. In:  IPHC Report of Assessment and
Research Activities 1998 at 243-248.
4 The EA does provide some useful graphical materials about fishing in the Closed Area.  There is a significant shortcoming,
however, in that the materials provide spatially explicit information only in terms of the PSC rate but fail to display estimated
volumes of halibut PSC and information about size classes. See EA at 50 – 54, Figures 3-8 – 3-12 (explaining that PSC rates
for some trawl sectors were higher outside the IPHC closed area because of low groundfish catch, and that PSC rates were
lower within the Closed Area).
5 TBC also notes that the key factor in all National Standard 4 consistency findings is whether the regulation is designed to
promote conservation. See Factory Trawlers v. Baldridge, 821 F.2d 1456 (1987).  Thus, Council findings under National
Standard 4 could also consider the conservation value of reducing impacts to juvenile halibut that would result from PSC
limit reductions because restoring some amount of the historical share of the halibut resource to directed fisheries has the
potential to save juvenile halibut.
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But this reallocation under the status quo has already occurred.  Even as the TCEY has
declined, the estimated bycatch mortality has consistently approached the existing PSC limit
and even increased from year to year in the Amendment 80 and trawl limited access sectors.
The problem is most acute in Areas 4CDE where the majority of BSAI bycatch occurs.  EA at
56. The 2011 catch limit of 3.7 million pounds declined to 2.5 million pounds in 2012 (-
33%), 1.9 million pounds in 2013 (-24%), 1.3 million pounds in 2014 (-22%), and a .4 million
pound recommended catch limit in 2015 (-70%). Conversely, as shown on Table 3-8 in the
EA, halibut bycatch mortality in the trawl limited access and Amendment 80 sectors has
remained high and even increased slightly over the past three years despite the significant
decline in directed fishery catch limits.

Assuming that 74% of the Amendment 80 and trawl limited access sector halibut PSC
occurs in Area 4CDE, EA at 171-172, the groundfish trawl PSC share of the resource has
gone from 45% (3.0 million pounds out of 6.7 million pounds in 2011) to 72% of the resource
(3.4 million pounds out of 4.7 million pounds in 2014) in just four years. Thus, a 35% PSC
limit reduction is the only option that will partially restore some level of balance to the 4CDE
directed fisheries should the 2015 catch limit projections continue into the future under the
current and reasonably foreseeable FCEY. A 50% PSC limit reduction sub-option would be a
more appropriate response given the substantial conservation burden borne by Area 4CDE
halibut fishermen.

Also, although the most critical socio-economic issue pertains to the Area 4CDE halibut
fisheries, it is important the Council’s identification of a preferred alternative consider
impacts to downstream recreational, commercial and subsistence fisheries. The Regulatory
Impact Review (RIR) portion of the initial review draft fails to incorporate the impacts of Area
4 PSC to downstream users and thus omits evaluation of the important future contributions
of U26 halibut to other fishery resource users.  The Bering Sea is a net exporter of halibut of
all sizes, with fish distributing to the Aleutian Islands, Gulf of Alaska and Area 2.  EA at 37.
Thus, as the EA notes, U26 mortality affects all regulatory areas, yielding a pound to the
directed fisheries coastwide per pound of PSC reduction.  EA at 56.

Indeed, as shown in the appendices of the IPHC’s Halibut Bycatch Working Group’s 2013
report, BSAI halibut PSC substantially reduces the lost yield in all other regulatory areas by
millions of pounds.6 Area 4 would receive 22% of U26 mortality savings based on its
proportion of the coastwide biomass, EA at 72, meaning that 78% of the U26 savings under a
PSC limit reduction would end up in other areas, supporting a larger coastwide distribution
of the resource and its availability to fishermen coastwide. TBC thus requests that the
Council consider the distribution of U26 halibut to downstream fishing communities and
fisheries in its deliberations over a preferred alternative – both in terms of National Standard
4 as well as National Standard 8’s requirement that conservation and management measures
take into account the sustained participation and adverse economic impacts to fishing
communities.  50 C.F.R. § 600.345(a).

A 35% - 50% PSC limit reduction best meets National Standard 9’s mandate to
minimize bycatch

Finally, a preferred alternative that adopts 35 – 50% PSC limit reductions would best
meet National Standard 9’s mandate to minimize bycatch and be consistent with past
recommendations from IPHC working groups, the conservation burden borne by directed
fishery stakeholders, and bycatch reductions implemented in other regulatory areas.

6 IPHC.  2013.  Report of Halibut Bycatch Work Group, Version 9 at 16, 44-45 (Figure 5).
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National Standard 9 requires detailed consideration of several relevant factors, including
negative impacts on affected stocks, short and long-term impacts to directed commercial,
recreational and subsistence fisheries and in particular the need to adhere to a
precautionary approach given the uncertainty about the long-term health of the halibut
resource.  50 C.F.R. § 600.350(a),(b), (d).

Halibut bycatch in the BSAI, more than any other IPHC regulatory area, poses significant
risks to immediate viability of Area 4CDE halibut fisheries and the long-term viability of
downstream commercial, recreational and subsistence halibut fisheries and the resource
itself. Over two decades ago, in 1991, the IPHC established its first work group dedicated to
investigating halibut bycatch.7 The group identified an urgent need to re-evaluate and lower
BSAI PSC limits because of a recent and rapid decline in recruitment, and a strong cohort of
juvenile halibut was vulnerable to the trawl fishery.8 Its 1992 Report explained that “bycatch
is particularly unacceptable when the stock is low or recruitment is weak” and indicated that
it would be appropriate for bycatch levels to reflect stock abundance. Id. at 19.

Other IPHC regulatory areas have responded to the 1992 HBWG’s recommendations,
regardless of stock status, by implementing substantial bycatch reduction measures. Areas
2A and 2B have achieved, through limits and other means, halibut bycatch reductions of
50% and 85%, respectively, relative to historical bycatch levels.9 But halibut PSC in the
BSAI groundfish fisheries alone continues to be in the range of the lower bounds of the 1992
HBWG’s reduction goal for all coastwide fisheries. PSC limit reductions for the BSAI fisheries
have been comparatively incremental and small, with the 1993 trawl limit of 3,775 mt
reduced by roughly 3% in 2000 through Amendment 57.10 Now, over two decades later, the
stock is low and juvenile halibut are vulnerable. Thus, in view of these conditions and the
management measures implemented by other fishery managers, a 35% PSC limit reduction is
long overdue.

For the above reasons, TBC requests that the Council’s preferred alternative reflect
Alternative 2 sub-options that would reduce halibut PSC by 35% as the most appropriate
reduction level given the Council’s goals of minimizing bycatch, providing relief to directed
fishery users and improving the overall stock condition.

Sincerely,

Paul Olson

7 Id. at 5.
8 Salveson, S. et al. 1992.  Report of the Halibut Bycatch Work Group at 19, 25.  IPHC Tech. Rpt. No. 25.
9 Karim, T. et al.  2012.  Report of the 2010 Halibut Bycatch Work Group.  Int. Pac. Halibut Comm. Technical Report No. 57
at 10 – 11, 33.
10 Northern Economics, Inc. Halibut Prohibited Species in the BSAI Groundfish FMP and Regulations.  Prepared for the
North Pacific Fishery Management Council.  May 2012 at 9, 10.  A reduction plan implemented in 2008 for Amendment 80
vessels then established a functional limit that was 3,525 mt by 2013, or a total 7% reduction since 1993.
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To whom it may concern, 

  My name is Jon Youngblood.  I have been participating in various fisheries in Alaska since 1984.  I started as a 

processer on Factory Trawlers, eventually working my up to the wheelhouse in 1991.  After 3 years as mate I moved to 

Factory long liners and ran the fishing vessel F/V Norton Sound until the spring of 2010 when I lost my job due as a result 

of the Fishing Cooperatives that formed.  My wife contracted terminal Cancer and passed away that same year.   Due to 

my daughter’s medical condition (brain tumor), I could no longer fish 8 months a year (as I had the previous 25 years). So 

I decided to invest in Halibut quota.  The first year it worked out fine.  I was able to pay bills as well as my bank payment 

on the loan.  It was in 2012 that our first cuts in quota in the Bering Sea and Aleutians.  The first cut was 29%.  The next 

two years had similar cuts. My Bering Sea quota went from 54,000 lbs. to 19,000.  If IPHC sets the 2015 quotas as they 

have stated, my Halibut shares will have lost 90% of their value.  It isn’t all their fault.  They have attempted to manage 

100% of the stock while having control of only 10‐15% of the removals in the Bering Sea.  In my opinion this is what 

needs to be done. 

1.  A sector split between the directed Halibut fishery and bycatch needs to be done.  Without it IPHC will destroy 

the Commercial Halibut Fishery in the Bering Sea within two years. This is easy for you guys.  You have done it in 

almost every fishery in Alaska.  Take historical averages from 2000‐2010. 2011‐ 2014 big cuts were made on the 

commercial Halibut fishery so it wouldn’t be fair to take those.  We all win when the stocks go up and everyone 

feels the pain when the stocks go down. 

2. Halibut is a commodity.  We need to start treating it like one.  It makes no sense that “B” shares cannot be 

frozen at sea. If you allowed that, I could put my Halibut on a freezer long liner.  This would increase revenue for 

the vessel and reduce mortality because legal fish would be kept for product rather than thrown overboard.  

3. The directed Halibut fishery will never bring in the revenue that other fisheries that use Halibut as bycatch do.  If 

Halibut stocks are down but all other directed fishery stocks are up, let me lease my quota to any company that 

needs bycatch.  They are essentially doing this now except for the fact that I get no compensation for the Halibut 

I bought.  I have a bank payment to make and my 2015 quota is based on total removals in 2014. 

4.  There needs to be a “financial hardship waiver” for Commercial Halibut fisherman.  Right now, depending on 

what quotas are set, for many Halibut fisherman, it’s not worth flying up to Dutch Harbor and spend three 

weeks on a boat to fish a few thousand pounds. Airfare, hotel, and gear will eat up any lease fees.  Set hardship 

at 120% of bank payment.  That would allow enough to cover ADF&G permit card and recovery taxes at the end 

of the year.  For myself and many Halibut fisherman this needs to happen immediately to avoid Bankruptcy. It 

would also allow us to find work in other fisheries so we could make a living.  Is that too much to ask? 

5. Set line Surveys are on the same spots every year and those positions are published.  Trawlers and long liners 

need to stay off those positions for a month prior to the surveys.  This would allow for more accurate stock 

assessment.  

6. NPFMC, once sector splits have been established, needs to take over management of the resource and removals 

in the Bering Sea and Aleutians. Their track record is better and consolidating the science and management 

under one agency is just good common sense.     

7. Freezer long liners direct fishing for Cod need to be required to leave an area (edge fishing) when Killer whales 

are present. Killer Whales will strip the line of Halibut bycatch, taking thousands of pounds at a time, leaving 

little evidence except low Halibut bycatch. 

8. Mortality rates on hook and line boats need to be reassessed. 25% of Halibut caught in setline surveys in the 

Bering Sea have prior hook damage.  Cod long line vessels have a Mortality Rate of 13% while Halibut vessels are 

at 16%.  Cod vessels haul at 2‐3 times the speed and are gaffing 100’s of fish per skate more compared to 

Halibut vessels and have 3 percent less mortality?  These rates contradict what I have observed and common 

sense.  Put cameras above the rollers for monitoring “careful release”.  That will help a lot. 

Self‐interest has caused Halibut management to be dysfunctional. Trawl and long line companies benefit from low 

Halibut stocks.     Lower population densities equal lower bycatch and can even be peddled as “reducing bycatch”.  

  I can be reached at 425‐443‐3286, or youngbloodfisheries@gmail.com            
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Council motion at June 2014 meeting 

 

The Council motion of June 2014 called for all BSAI fishing industry sectors to “undertake 
voluntary efforts to reduce halibut mortalities in the BSAI resulting from PSC use….by 10% from 
the current 5‐year average levels through 2014‐2015 fishing season. To evaluate progress in 
these efforts, the Council also requests industry to report back to the Council on measures that 
are being implemented and developed, and to the extent possible, the effectiveness of those 
measures in terms of absolute reductions in halibut mortalities.” 
 

Halibut PSC mortality by FLC fleet in 2014 
 
The FLC has met the Council charge of reducing halibut mortality in the 2014 fishing season 
(relative to the 2009‐2013 average). The FLC has achieved more than a 10% reduction in both 
halibut mortality and mortality rate (source: NMFS CAS and FIS).  
 

BSAI CP H&L  2009‐2013 avg.  2014   Change (%) 

       

Halibut Mortality, mt  514 mt1  395 mt2  ‐23.2% 

       

Mortality Rate (kg halibut 
mortality/mt groundfish) 

4.31 kg/mt3  2.88 
kg/mt4 

‐33.2% 

 
The above table overestimates both actual halibut mortality and mortality rate as these 
calculations are based on the assumed discard mortality rate (DMR) in 2014 of 9% (for non‐CDQ 
CP H&L) rather than the actual observed rate in 2014 of 7.9%. Using the actual DMR, the actual 
2014 halibut mortality is further reduced to 347 mt and the mortality rate declines to 2.53 
kg/mt. This is the mortality of less than one six pound halibut for every ton of groundfish.  
 
In the NMFS In‐season Management Report at the December NPFMC meeting, only three 
sectors achieved a ‐10% reduction in both halibut mortality and mortality rate in 2014 (relative 
to the 2009‐2013 avg.). Two of those sectors are hook‐and‐line gear (CP H&L and CDQ H&L). In 
Table 3‐10 (p. 49) of the NPFMC January 2015 analysis, in the aggregated sectors, only the CP 
hook‐and‐line sector achieved a ‐10% reduction in total mortality and mortality rate.  
 

FLC actions to address halibut PSC mortality 

 

The FLC and its members take seriously our responsibility to be stewards of the environment 

and the resources that inhabit the waters we fish.  Our members are Alaskans and 

Washingtonians who have spent their careers living and working in Alaskan communities.  We 

understand the reliance of Western Alaskan communities on the resources of the Bering Sea 

and share an interest in sustaining those resources for all of us to continue to harvest now and 

for future generations. As we noted in our initial report in June, FLC members have an extensive 

history of voluntary actions to minimize halibut PSC mortality by our fleet.  Our FLCC 

membership agreement includes specific language on the management of PSC catch by 

members, including severe penalties for exceeding limits on PSC catch established by the 

                                                 
1 NMFS BSAI Inseason Management Report, “2014 BSAI Reduction in Halibut Mortality”. December 2014 
2 NMFS Inseason CAS, December 31, 2014.  
3 NPFMC Initial Review Draft “Revise BSAI Halibut PSC Caps”, Table 3‐10, p. 49 
4 Ibid.  



  

cooperative.  These are actions that were facilitated by our own efforts to proactively address 

PSC mortality by our fleet.  Other actions taken by FLC to minimize halibut PSC mortality include: 

 

 Weekly reports on halibut PSC:  Janet Smoker/Fisheries Information Services (FIS) 

provides our fleet with two weekly reports, including information on halibut mortality 

by our boats and updates on discard mortality rates for each vessel.  These reports 

help members to monitor halibut PSC trends and rates by season. 

 Catch data on Sea State:  Similarly, our members have access to regularly updated 

catch data produced on target and bycatch species, including halibut.  This services 

provides members with extensive, near real‐time data on their catch and enables 

them to map their recent activity.  

 Careful release practices:  FLC members train all crew on careful release of halibut.  

Crew are taught the best methods for handling all PSC species to enable them to 

return to the sea minimally affected by their encounter with our boats. 

 Annual meeting for crew officers:  FLC hosts an annual symposium for vessel officers 

and crew to give them an opportunity to hear reports about actions at the Council and 

other developments that may potentially affect their operations.  We held our 2014 

symposium in May, which featured a report on halibut DMR from Janet Smoker, as 

well as other presentations from current and former NMFS officials.  These events 

help keep our officers and crew current on management and regulatory actions in the 

fishery as well as helping to inform other symposium participants about what’s 

happening on the water. 

 100% observer coverage, plus scales:  The FLC collaborated with NMFS to institute 

100% observer coverage on our entire fleet.  Members were required to accept 

observer coverage on their vessels as a component of membership in the FLCC.  More 

recently, our entire active fleet (except one vessel) added flow scales as a means of 

further monitoring our catch.  Vessels without flow scales began carrying two 

observers until the scale was installed.  The addition of scales required nearly 

$100,000 of new equipment on each of the FLC vessels.  The one vessel that does not 

currently have a flow scale maintains two observers on the vessel. 

 FLC Halibut Bycatch Committee:  In 2014, the FLC formed a Halibut Bycatch Committee 

for members to review halibut PSC catch data for our fleet and address any concerns 

that emerged related to our fishing practices.  This committee was central to 

promoting additional discussion on halibut PSC reduction within our membership and 

to identify and encourage further efforts by members to carefully monitor and reduce 

their bycatch in 2014.   

 

History of reductions by the FLC fleet 

Actions by the FLC and our members have produced dramatic reductions in BSAI halibut 

mortality in the past 10 years, with significant reductions in total mortality, discard mortality 

rate (DMR), and encounter rate.  From 1994 to 2014, in the BSAI non‐CDQ CP H&L sector:   

 

 Total halibut mortality has been reduced ‐58% (Figure 1). 

 Actual DMR (discard mortality rate) has been reduced ‐47% (Figure 2). 

 Encounter rate (kg halibut/mt groundfish) has been reduced ‐41% (Figure 5). 
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The following figures provide additional details on the freezer longline fleet’s successful efforts 

to minimize our impacts on the halibut resource in the BSAI. 

 
Figure 1: Total Halibut Mortality 
 

 
 
Figure1 shows total halibut mortality from the combined BSAI non‐CDQ CV and CP H&L sectors. 
Prior to 2002, CP and CV data were merged together, so for purposes of continuity in Figure 1, 
the CV and CP H&L data are merged together for all years. In 2014, halibut bycatch from the 
BSAI non‐CDQ H&L sector was 11.7% of the total halibut mortality of all BSAI groundfish sectors 
combined (trawl, non‐trawl, and CDQ). 
 
Total halibut mortality slightly increased after the implementation of Amendment 85 in 2008, in 
part due to the change in the seasonal apportionment of p‐cod to the CP H&L sector (which 
mandated a higher proportion of fixed gear cod harvest in the B season when there is a higher 
halibut encounter rate).  
 
Despite the change in seasonal apportionment cod harvest, the overall reduction in halibut PSC 
mortality in the BSAI non‐CDQ H&L sector is ‐58% (1994 to 2014). In 2014, halibut PSC use in the 
CP H&L sector alone was reduced ‐23% from the previous five year average (2009‐2013).   
 
The mortality in Figure 1 is based on the assumed DMR (from the IPHC and adopted by the 
NPFMC during harvest specifications). The actual observed DMRs for BSAI hook‐and‐line gear 
are significantly lower than the assumed DMRs for 2002‐2014. The actual mortality is over‐
estimated by more than 21% per year (2002‐2014 avg.) by using the assumed DMR (Figure 3). 
 
 
 

1994 1995 1996 1997 1998 1999 2000 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014
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Figure 2: Discard Mortality Rate (DMR):  
 

 
 
Figure 2 shows the actual observed DMR for the CP H&L sector. With improved handling of 
halibut, this sector has steadily reduced the actual observed DMR rate by ‐47% (1994 to 2014).  
 
While large improvements in handling have been made, further incremental reductions in the 
DMR will become increasingly more difficult to achieve. A “perfect” score for hook‐and‐line gear 
in halibut viability is currently 3.5%.5 The observed DMR rates are subject to IPHC review and are 
used to calculate the assumed DMR (a ten moving average reviewed every three years).  
 
Since 2002, the assumed rate has been higher than the actual observed rate. This is a result of a 
steadily declining observed rate in conjunction with the method to determine the assumed rate. 
For example, the current assumed DMR for the BSAI non‐CDQ H&L p‐cod fishery is 9% while the 
actual rate in 2014 was 7.9% (or 12% lower than the assumed rate). If the assumed DMR is 
higher than the actual observed DMR, then the use of the assumed rate over‐estimates actual 
halibut mortality in a given year. For reference, the IPHC assumed DMR for the directed halibut 
fishery is 16%. 
 
 
 

                                                 
5 IPHC staff may be revising this estimate which will change all historic estimates of bycatch mortality in 
groundfish hook‐and‐line fisheries as well as changing the estimates of wastage in the directed halibut 
commercial and sport fisheries.    

1994 1995 1996 1997 1998 1999 2000 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014
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Figure 3: Assumed DMR versus Observed DMRs 
 

 
 
Figure 3 compares the assumed DMR rate with the actual observed rate. The use of the 
assumed DMR to calculate total mortality (instead of the lower observed actual rate) results in 
actual mortality for CP BSAI H&L sector being over‐estimated.  
 
Discard mortality rates are of significant importance in efforts in to reduce halibut bycatch 
mortality. The NPFMC analysis notes “…if the halibut discard mortality rate can be measurably 
reduced, the effect on the halibut FCEY and the long‐term exploitable biomass is the same as a 
reduction in actual halibut PSC use of the same percentage.” 6 
 
The current method to calculate the assumed DMR does not result in the most timely or 
accurate representation of halibut mortality. As it stands now, if a sector significantly reduced its 
DMR in a year, the resulting reduction in halibut mortality in that year (from an actual observed 
DMR change below the assumed DMR rate) would not be included in the calculation for the 
FCEY to the directed halibut fishery in the following year.   
 
 
 
 
 

                                                 
6 P. 131, “Revise BSAI Halibut PSC Limits”, Initial Review Draft, January 19, 2015 

1994 1995 1996 1997 1998 1999 2000 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014

Actual observed rate 15% 14% 12% 11% 11% 12% 12% 12% 10% 8% 10% 8% 10% 9% 8% 8% 9% 9% 8.9% 8.4% 7.9%

Assumed rate 15% 14% 12% 12% 12% 12% 12% 12% 12% 12% 11% 11% 11% 11% 11% 11% 10% 10% 10% 9% 9% 9%
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Figure 4: Halibut Mortality from Assumed and Observed DMR  
 

 
 
Figure 4 shows the difference between total halibut mortality calculated from the assumed and 
actual observed DMRs. From 2002‐2014, the actual DMR was lower than the assumed DMR, so 
that actual mortality in the BSAI CP H&L sector was overestimated by +21% per year (or 87 mt 
per year). 
 
As the CP H&L sector continues to reduce DMRs, the reductions may become incrementally 
smaller. It may be more appropriate and accurate to calculate assumed and actual DMRs to the 
tenth of a percent (rather than rounding up or down to nearest percent).  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

1994 1995 1996 1997 1998 1999 2000 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014

Total assumed mortality 967 887 882 892 772 582 834 834 641 498 445 547 412 482 570 559 491 478 551 462 408

Total actual mortality 967 887 882 818 708 582 834 834 534 332 405 398 375 394 415 407 442 430 490 431 358
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Figure 5: Halibut Encounter Rate 
 

 
 
Encounter Rate: While the CP H&L sector has had success in reducing the DMRs, the sector has 
also had success in reducing the encounter rate. The encounter rate (kg halibut/mt groundfish) 
has been reduced ‐41% (from 1994‐2014).  
 
The encounter rate is kilograms of halibut encountered per metric ton of groundfish. To be 
clear, the encounter rate is not the mortality rate. Halibut mortality rate is kilograms of halibut 
mortality per metric ton of groundfish (encounter rate times DMR). Total halibut mortality is the 
result of multiplying the total encounter of kilograms of halibut by the DMR (% mortality). 
 
While the encounter rate trend over time is downward, there is some variability in the 
encounter rate. In recent years, the rate is relatively stable (around 40 kg/mt) but was preceded 
by periods of higher and lower rates. The difference in yearly rates is due to the difference by 
month in halibut encounter rates and previous management strategies that resulted in the 
distribution of fishing effort into months with higher encounter rates.   
 
In 2008, Amendment 85 changed the A/B seasonal apportionment for fixed gear vessels >60’ 
from 70%/30% to 51%/49%. This meant a larger proportion of harvest in the B season when the 
encounter rates for the CP H&L sector are the highest (September through December).  
 
In 2010, with the implementation of coop management, the distribution of cod harvest is now 
more dispersed evenly throughout the year with an increased proportion of cod harvested in 
months with lower rates (within the limits of the 51/49 apportionment).  Halibut encounter 
rates in the BSAI hook‐and‐line fisheries could be further reduced if the seasonal apportionment 
of p‐cod was increased in the A season from the current 51/49. 
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Additional considerations for Council review 

 

Differences in bycatch estimates between NMFS and the IPHC 

Similarly to differences noted between NMFS and the IPHC for total bycatch estimates in 2014, 
there are also differences in bycatch estimates for the BSAI hook‐and‐line sector. The IPHC 
estimate in 2014 for BSAI hook‐and‐line bycatch exceeds the NMFS estimate by 18%.7 Currently 
sablefish is exempt and not included in the NMFS bycatch estimate. However, even if the 
bycatch attributed to the BSAI sablefish fishery by the IPHC is incorporated into the NMFS 
bycatch estimate, the IPHC bycatch estimate for the combined BSAI hook‐and‐line sector in 
2014 (CP, CV, CDQ, and sablefish IFQ) is still +8% higher than NMFS. The IPHC 2015 Blue Book 
attributes these differences to IPHC extrapolations forward from October 25, 2014.  
 
Combining the previously discussed over‐estimation of mortality due to the use of assumed 
DMRs, and the over‐estimate of mortality by IPHC mid‐season extrapolation, it appears that the 
IPHC may have over‐estimated actual halibut mortality in the 2014 BSAI H&L fishery (CV and CP 
including CDQ and IFQ sablefish) by as much as +19% (or 88 mt or 145,481 net lbs).  
 
Changes in DMR Methodology 
 
The FLC was recently informed8 that the IPHC is beginning to review the methodology in 
assessing halibut viability in DMR determinations, specifically the assumption of a 3.5% DMR for 
a released halibut with no injuries. If this estimate is revised upward by the IPHC, and DMRs are 
then consequently increased, this will significantly change the total mortality by the BSAI CP H&L 
sector and change all the historic total bycatch mortality estimates for all gear.  
 
This revision to the DMR would also change the mortality estimates for the directed halibut 
fishery. As a consequence of that revision, the FCEY in the directed fishery may also need to be 
further reduced (if the actual DMR is higher than was previously assumed).  IPHC staff indicated 
that halibut abundance estimates would also likely be retroactively adjusted to reflect the 
change in the DMR in all longline fisheries.  This DMR revision would have a direct impact on 
estimating halibut PSC mortality in the BSAI hook‐and‐line groundfish sectors. The potential 
IPHC revision could confound the ability to meaningfully revise the PSC cap for the CP H&L 
sector.  
 
For example, if the assumption for mortality of a released halibut with no injuries is doubled 
from 3.5% to 7% (and there are no other changes to viability rates), the assumed rate of 9% 
DMR would increase to 12.5% (an increase of 39%). This would raise the estimate of halibut 
mortality in 2014 from the CP H&L sector also by 39% from 395 mt to 549 mt.  All historic 
estimates of hook‐and‐line bycatch would have to be revised and recalculated. If the revised 
methodology is uniform, the CP H&L sector would still be showing a declining trend in bycatch 
mortality but the starting position on the x‐axis would be as yet undetermined.  
 
Similarly, the IPHC is currently revising the estimates for halibut bycatch mortality in crab pot 
fisheries in Alaska.  So far, the IPHC is still working on revising the previous estimate (1986‐2011) 
for Area 3 (formerly 181 mt/year) and Area 4 (formerly 181 mt/year) for halibut bycatch in crab 
pot fisheries. For 2014, the IPHC finished revising the estimate in 2C for halibut bycatch in crab 
pot fisheries and then subsequently revised and changed the historic bycatch estimates for 2C in 
2004‐2013 as well as total bycatch for all areas for the same years.  
 

                                                 
7 P. 327, 2014 IPHC RARA, Table 7 and p. 58, IPHC Bycatch Report (9/8/2014).  
8 Personal communication with IPHC staff and FLC ED Chad See, 1/8/2015.  



  

The IPHC review of DMR methodology and potential revision of historical bycatch estimates will 
make selection of an appropriate PSC cap level at this time problematic for the BSAI hook‐and‐
line sectors.  With the potential IPHC revisions to mortality as yet unknown, the analysis of the 
effect of potential cap levels on the longline sector will also be unknown.  
 
What should be recognized is that the reductions that have been achieved by the FLC in 
reducing mortality, DMRs, and encounter rate in recent years have been driven less by the PSC 
cap but driven more by a genuine effort to fish in a responsible manner while minimizing 
bycatch to the extent practicable. 
 
As already noted, the FLC has achieved significant reductions in mortality, DMRs, and encounter 
rates. These reductions were achieved during a time period in the Bering Sea when halibut total 
biomass has been increasing (Figure 8). 
 
Figure 8: EBS Halibut Biomass and Abundance (from IPHC 2014 RARA) 
 

 
 

A commitment to continued stewardship by FLC 

 

The actions by FLC to date to minimize our halibut mortality have produced significant, 

incremental reductions by the FLC fleet.  This includes in the past year when, as noted, we 

reduced our fleet’s halibut mortality by over 23% and our mortality rate by over 33% relative to 

our most recent 5‐year average.  Our intent is to continue with these voluntary efforts in the 

next year to further our responsible stewardship of the resource.   

 

That said, it should be noted that, realistically, there is a practical limit to how much further we 

can reduce our PSC.  As a result of our long history of reductions over time, future incremental 

reductions in halibut mortality will become increasingly more difficult to achieve and the 
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