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Ms. Evans also noted that requested edits to the SSC Handbook will be reviewed by the Council’s
Executive Committee during this meeting, after which the document will be finalized.

B-3 Seabird Status

The SSC received a presentation from Joe Krieger (NMFS-AKRO), and Elizabeth Labunski (USFWS)
on seabird bycatch, recent die-offs and seabird monitoring efforts. There was no public testimony.

Bycatch

Seabirds are caught in fishing gear when the birds come close to vessels seeking food in the form of
bait from longline operations or scraps from nets during retrieval. Seabird mortality from longline
operations declined significantly with the introduction of Tory lines or streamers starting in 2001,
and streamer regulations in 2004. Seabird mortality can be of conservation concern if high numbers of
birds are killed, or if threatened or endangered species of seabirds, such as short-tailed albatross, are
involved.

The present indications are that the numbers of bycaught seabirds in general, and albatrosses in
particular, declined somewhat in 2020. As longline fisheries shift to pots to avoid whale depredation,
there may be further decreases in seabird bycatch on longline gear. Two short-tailed albatrosses were
killed in 2020, the first recorded bycaught since 2014. The take must not exceed six short-tailed
albatrosses within a two-year period, or a consultation under Section-7 of the Endangered Species Act will
result. The SSC suggests that future presentations on seabirds include time series of short-tailed
albatross population size and numbers caught, as the numbers caught may be the result of an
increasing albatross population.

There were also two threatened eiders bycaught: One was a Steller’s eider in 2019 north of St.
Lawrence Island, and the other, a spectacled eider in 2020 just north of False Pass. At least in the case of
the Steller’s eider, it was apparently attracted to a fishing vessel’s lights at night. A new biological
opinion completed in 2021 allows take of 25 spectacled eiders in a floating 4-year period, but only 3
Steller’s eiders in a floating 3-year period. If these numbers are exceeded, a consultation under Section 7
will be required.

There was some evidence of increased seabird bycatch in years with large seabird mass mortality
events. Further exploration of this pattern would be helpful to identify if mass mortality events are
indicators of potential direct interactions with fisheries. The SSC noted that analysts should explore
whether observers could record weights of bycaught birds to determine if emaciation is correlated with
increased likelihood of seabird encounters with fishing vessels.

Deck Lights and Seabirds

The issue of the nighttime attraction of seabirds to vessel deck lights has not been of concern to the
Council to date. However, it is known that high numbers of seabirds may die when they land on a well-lit
vessel at night and cannot take flight from it. The issue becomes a concern to the Council when this
involves endangered or threatened seabirds that are attracted to fishing vessels in the federal waters off
Alaska. The 2021 biological opinion mentions that there will be a request for vessels to employ minimal
deck lighting, within the limits of safety, to avoid attracting seabirds to fishing vessels at night. The
SSC requests that an effort be made by observers to record the date, time of day, general location,
numbers, and species of seabirds landing on vessels. The SSC expects that attraction of seabirds onto
vessels at night is generally not a problem, except under limited circumstances. To minimize conflicts in
the future, it would be helpful to identify when and where problems have occurred.

Shifts in Distribution/Abundance

Tl 38C received a report of shifts in seabird distributions recorded in the northern Bering Sea a@4)/13/2021
Chukchi



B-3 Essential Fish Habitat 2022 Planning

The SSC received a presentation from Dr. Gretchen Harrington (NOAA-AKRO) on a discussion paper
that describes the progress and upcoming plans for the 2022 five-year review of essential fish habitat
(EFH) for the North Pacific, including the BSAI, GOA and Arctic regions. Oral public testimony was
provided by Jon Warrenchuk (Oceana), Jaime Goen (Alaska Bering Sea Crabbers), and John Gauvin
(Alaska Seafood Co-op). The SSC thanks them for their testimony, which provided helpful feedback in
regard to the process and substance of this review. There were written comments submitted on this
agenda item as well. Additionally, the SSC thanks the presenter for an informative presentation,
and other contributors for making themselves available to answer specific SSC questions.

The document provides an update on each of the ten EFH components, with a focus on six that
were prioritized for this particular cycle by NMFS. These six include:
e Component 1) EFH descriptions and identification

e Component 2) Fishing activities that may adversely affect EFH
e Component 4) Non-fishing activities that may adversely affect EFH

e Component 6) EFH conservation and enhancement recommendations
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e Component 7) Prey species list and locations
e Component 9) Research and information needs

In addition to providing details on how each of these components will be advanced, the plan and timeline
for review are also described. It is anticipated that a summary report will be presented to Council in June
2022.

With regards to Component 1, EFH descriptions and identification, the objectives from the updated Alaska
EFH research plan included: 1) developing level 1 or 2 EFH information where missing from the 2017
review (including new species and life history stages) and 2) raising EFH information to level 2 or 3 where
possible. These objectives lead to the development of four research projects that are in progress, and which
the SSC reviewed in June of 2020. These projects include:

e Development of new species distribution models (SDMs) with new data and a refined methodology
in Laman et al (in prep).

e Novel SDMs for several Arctic species in Marsh et al. (in prep)

e Development of spatially explicit vital rates for juvenile pollock in the GOA in Copeman et al. (in
prep)

e Use of individual-based models or IBMs to describe EFH for early life history stages of sablefish
and Pacific cod in Shotwell et al. (in prep)

The SSC provided a detailed review of these four projects in their June 2020 report. A list of SSC
recommendations and the analyst responses to these are included in the current document. The SSC
appreciates the responsiveness of the analysts to multiple recommendations and suggestions for
improvements of EFH identification and description. As noted in June 2020, there continues to be
substantial progress on this front, and the analysts and contributors should be commended for their efforts.
Items addressed since June 2020 include the use of more appropriate error distributions and alternative
modeling approaches where GAMs and negative binomial models are included in ensembles that are
appropriately weighted proportional to out-of-sample predictive performance, and explicit definition of
regions where SDM uncertainty is high relative to expected biomass.

There are multiple recommendations that were not finalized or developed during this review cycle to which
the SSC continues to call attention. As an example, the SSC is pleased to hear about the exploration of more
dynamic time scales to evaluate EFH in the Barnes ef al. (in prep) study and looks forward to seeing this
develop further in the future under changing climate conditions. Other efforts to expand the data
incorporated into EFH descriptions beyond traditional large-scale fishery-independent data sources or
development of covariates for habitats that are under-represented in current datasets, as suggested in the
June 2020 SSC minutes, would be critical to continue in the future. Overall, the SSC is supportive of the
use of this package of products for the advancement of EFH in the 2022 cycle, which will advance the
objectives of the Alaska EFH research plan and lead to improved definitions of EFH in the BSAIL, GOA,
and Arctic.

For Component 2, Fishing Activities that may adversely affect EFH, the plan for the 2022 EFH is to run
the Fishing Effects (FE) model with updated inputs from the Catch-in-Areas (CIA) database and updated
SDMs. During the previous 2017 EFH review, the SSC reviewed this novel model and provided
recommendations for improvements. The FE model has been published (see Smeltz et al., 2019, Can. J.
Fish. Aquat. Sci.), and many of these recommendations have apparently been addressed, though the EFH
planning document was not very detailed in this regard. The SSC requests clarification about whether any
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outstanding comments, relevant to this EFH review cycle, remain unaddressed.

For Component 4, Non-fishing activities that may adversely affect EFH, the Limpinsel et al. (2017) report
on non-fishing activities’ impacts to EFH will be updated and this effort is already underway.

There are annual reports that inform Component 6, EFH conservation and enhancement, and updated
information from the FE model will be considered as well.

For Component 7, prey list and locations, the 2022 review will focus on nearshore habitats for prey species.
As clarified during the presentation, each Fishery Management Plan’s (FMP) information on prey will be
updated during this EFH cycle. An updated AFSC Nearshore Atlas (Gruss et al. 2021) and the Shorezone
database are available to inform this effort. The application of SDMs for prey species is an encouraging
avenue of development to improve the information related to this EFH component. This would also be
another component where the SSC suggests the exploration of alternative or more localized datasets that
may be helpful, similar to a previous recommendation with regards to Component 1.

Finally, for Component 9, research and information needs, the SSC notes that impressive list of EFH-related
projects funded since the 2017 review. For those projects that do not have a peer reviewed publication
associated, it may be useful to review funding reports or other grey literature to fully incorporate the
information provided in all of these projects into the body of EFH knowledge. A new Alaska EFH research
plan will be developed that will be provided as a part of the 2022 review. This is to be developed by habitat
and ecological processes research (HEPR), with participation from AKRO and AFSC scientists. The SSC
suggests that outside expertise may be beneficial to this update. As the analysts suggest, it may be helpful
for the SSC to review the draft research plan in late 2022 for the next review cycle.

The SSC has a number of process-related recommendations and suggestions. The SSC believes the timeline
on this agenda item is ambitious and is concerned with the lack of an iterative review process under the
tight timeline presented. The SSC notes that transparency was also a concern brought forward in public
testimony. Products from this EFH process are hierarchical in nature, and inform Council actions beyond
EFH reviews. The SDMs are an integral component of the FE model, which, in turn, now inform multiple
products, from EFH conservation and enhancement efforts (Component 6) and future EFH cumulative
impact analyses to indicators of habitat disturbance levels in the annual Ecosystem Status Reports. While
the SSC greatly appreciates the analysts’ responsiveness to previous reviews, the SSC recommends
that additional opportunity for SSC review is necessary prior to the presentation of a final product,
currently planned for June 2022, and suggests a two-part approach. First, the SSC requests a review
of the SDM model results and an overview of discussions or recommendations from stock assessment
authors, to take place at the October 2021 SSC meeting. This review would ideally present pertinent
summary information that allows the SSC to review the predictive capacity of different model types and
ensemble models across species and life stages. To be clear, the SSC is not requesting an exhaustive review
of all SDM results and the identified core areas. Rather, the SSC is requesting to receive a summary of
model performance issues, depending on the species examined, modeling methodology, and quality of the
underlying data (especially for models deemed to provide Level 3 or 4 information). For example, the SSC
is interested in analytical elements such as: a summary of important covariates across species; a report on
model convergence issues and how these were addressed; a summary report on data limitations that created
important model performance issues; a summary of results from the skill testing and resulting ensemble
member weights, by species; highlight potential seasonality issues and large changes in core areas when
compared to previous results; a discussion on weighting issues encountered with the ensemble modeling;
and any other pertinent issues identified by the stock assessment and EFH authors.

Second, an additional review that would be focused on the FE model is requested during spring of
2022, to take place at either the February or April SSC meetings. The SSC suggests this include
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analysts’ responses to the October 2021 review, as well as a review of the FE model structure and
parameterization, model inputs, a summary of methodological changes to the FE model since the 2017
EFH review, and preliminary results, which should also be available at this time. The SSC had previously
noted during the 2017 review, that a Center for Independent Experts (CIE) review of the FE model was
planned; the SSC requests a summary of the CIE review be brought forward during this second review, if
it did occur. These additional opportunities for SSC review will ensure a fully vetted product is presented
in June 2022.

There was some confusion on the role of the PTs and the timeline of their review of EFH products.
Clarifying this for future EFH review cycles would be helpful. The SSC considers consultation with
assessment authors to be a critical link in evaluating model configuration and output, and was pleased
to hear the EFH team was involving assessment authors early in the EFH review process.

The SSC is encouraged to see substantial progress in the consideration of EFH in the NPFMC fishery
management system, and looks forward to continuing to participate in the 2022 review process.
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