AGENDA D-4(a-b)
OCTOBER 2006
MEMORANDUM
TO: Council, SSC and AP Members ESTIMATED TIME
FROM: Chris Oliver \_} 4 HOURS
Executive Director

DATE: September 25, 2006

SUBIJECT: Essential Fish Habitat

ACTION REQUIRED:
a) Review alternatives for the Bering Sea EFH analysis, and revise as appropriate.

b) Initial Review of the Aleutian Islands EFH area adjustment.

BACKGROUND:

The Council took action in February 2005 to conserve essential fish habitat (EFH) from potential adverse
effects of fishing. EFH is defined as those waters and substrate necessary to fish for spawning, breeding,
feeding, or growth to maturity. The EIS prepared for the action concluded that while fisheries do have long
term effects on benthic habitat, these impacts were minimal and had no detrimental effects on fish populations.
The Council adopted several new measures to minimize the effects of fishing on EFH in the Aleutian Islands
and Gulf of Alaska.

Bering Sea EFH

The EFH EIS evaluated a suite of alternatives for the eastern Bering Sea (EBS). Based on that analysis, the
Council determined that additional habitat protection measures in the EBS were not needed right away, and
that an expanded analysis of potential mitigations measures for the EBS should be conducted prior to taking
action. In December 2005, the Council discussed alternatives to conserve habitat in the EBS and finalized a
problem statement.

The Council intends to evaluate potential new fishery management measures to protect
Essential Fish Habitat (EFH) in the Bering Sea. The analysis will tier off of the 2005 EFH
Environmental Impact Statement and will consider as alternatives open and closed areas and
gear modifications. The purpose of the analysis is to consider practicable and precautionary
management measures to reduce the potential adverse effects of fishing on EFH and to
support the continued productivity of managed fish species.
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In June 2006, the Council reviewed two discussion papers regarding alternatives to minimize (to the extent
practicable) the effects of fishing on EFH in the Bering Sea. The first paper addressed the framework of the
analysis and provided some potential alternatives. The second paper evaluated the need for possible protection
measures for St. Matthew blue king crab and Eastern Bering Sea snow crab stocks. The Council adopted
alternatives and options for the analysis (Item D-4(a)). Additionally, the Council requested the crab plan team
meet to consider additional protection areas for St. Matthew blue king crab and Bering Sea opilio crab, and to
provide recommendations to the Council in October. The crab plan team report is provided in the notebooks

under D-3(b)(1).

The Council also requested staff prepare a discussion paper on open area approaches that would include recent
fishing effort distribution. The paper is attached as Item (D-4(b)). At this meeting, the Council will finalize the
alternatives for open areas.

In December, the Council will focus on the gear modification alternatives. Dr. Craig Rose from the Alaska
Fisheries Science Center is scheduled to report on recent research on gear modification in the Bering Sea to
mitigate the effects of bottom trawl fisheries during the December 2006 meeting. The preliminary results
indicate that rollers on the sweeps may increase catches of some target species and that bottom contact was
reduced.

Initial review of this analysis is tentatively scheduled for February, 2007.
Aleutian Islands EFH

The Aleutian Island Habitat Conservation Area (AIHCA) was adopted as part of a suite of conservation
measures to minimize the adverse effects of fishing in the Aleutian Islands subarea. The AIHCA prohibits the
use of non-pelagic trawl fishing gear in designated areas of the Al to reduce the effects of fishing on corals,
sponges, and hard bottom habitats, while allowing most fishing areas that have been trawled repeatedly in the
past remain open.

During the June 2006 meeting, fishery participants requested that the open area boundaries be slightly
modified to allow fishing in areas historically fished and to prevent bottom trawling in areas that have not been
repeatedly fished. One location near Agattu Strait had been historically fished and was included into the
closure area. A second location near Buldir Island was included in the portions of the ATHCA open to bottom
trawling but has some documented presence of sponges which is indicative of a fragile habitat. The proposed
amendment would open the Agattu area and close the Buldir area. The analysis was mailed to you two weeks
ago; the executive summary is attached as Item D-4(c).

The Council had originally been scheduled to make an initial review of the analysis and take final action on the
amendment at the October meeting. However, staff ran into a few snags with the data, thus complicating the
analysis. A letter from NMFS further details these analytical and data issues. Given these considerations, it
may be prudent to delay final action on this issue.
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AGENDA D-4(a)
OCTOBER 2006

Bering Sea Habitat Conservation
Council Motion June 12, 2006

The Council adopts the following alternatives and options for analysis:

Alternative 1: status quo

Alternative 2: Open area approach utilizing fishing data through 2005 to define area
Option 1: Include the areas north of Bogoslof, south of Nunivak Island in the open area, and the
10 minute strip in the Red King Crab Savings Area.

Alternative 3: Require gear modifications on all bottom flatfish trawl gear to reduce seafloor contact
and/or increase clearance between the gear and substrate. «

Alternative 4: Open area approach utilizing fishing data through 2005 to define area, plus require gear
modifications on all bottom flatfish trawl gear to reduce seafloor contact and/or increase clearance
between the gear and substrate.

Option 1: include the areas north of Bogoslof and south of Nunivak Island in the open area, and
the 10 minute strip in the Red King Crab Savings Area.

Additionally, the Council requests the crab plan team meet to consider additional crab protection areas for
St. Matthew blue king crab and Bering Sea opilio crab, and make recommendations to the Council at the
October meeting. Based on these recommendations, the Council may consider changes to the 'open area'
alternatives or possible designation as HAPC in the future.



AGENDA D-4(b)
OCTOBER 2006

Bering Sea Open Area Approach:

In June 2006, the Council discussed potential alternatives for the Bering Sea Habitat Conservation
analysis. This analysis will tier off of the EFH Environmental Impact Statement (EIS). The range of
alternatives being considered includes an open area approach and modifications to flatfish trawl gear. The
Council, tasked staff with developing an open area approach that would utilize fishing data through 2005,
includes the areas north of Bogoslof, south of Nunivak Island in the open area, and the 10 minute strip in
the Red King Crab Savings Area.

Background on Open Area Approach:

The premise of the open area approach is that 'the first pass of a trawl is the worst pass (trawling over
undisturbed bottom has more habitat impacts than subsequent trawl passes). Thus, constraining trawling
to areas that have already been impacted has habitat conservation benefits. Allowing trawling in
previously untrawled areas could potentially result in acute local changes to the benthos and overall a
increase in the long- term effects indices (LEI). Recall that the LEI were the tool used in the EFH EIS to
assess the impacts of fisheries on EFH.

Limiting the trawl fishery to those areas traditionally fished provides a precautionary approach by setting
aside relatively pristine areas before they become impacted. This habitat conservation measure mirrors the
approach used for protecting terrestrial areas from development (e.g., national parks). The EFH EIS
analysis (Chapter 4) discusses potential benefits of prohibiting trawling in the northern Bering Sea areas,
particularly to conserve snow crab habitat and habitats used by other species.

The creation of an open area that encompasses historically fished areas would not reduce the effects of
fishing that generated the LEI scores. On the other hand, creation of closure areas in areas currently fished
may redirect effort into areas with lower catch rates, and in turn may cause more impacts on EFH.

An open area based on older fishing patterns may not adequately represent the distribution of current
bottom trawl fisheries, as effort may have expanded northward in response to fish distribution (according
to public testimony). This primarily is due to shifts in the ecosystem; a northward shift in response to
changing temperatures, atmospheric forcing and compositional changes in the predominant groundfish
biomass structure. Recent fishing effort depicts this northern shift in fishing effort particularly in the
flatfish fisheries (yellowfin sole, rockfish, flathead sole and other flats). The concern expressed in June
2006 was that the open area described and analyzed in the EFH EIS (Figure 1) does not reflect recent
effort in the northern areas (St. Matthew and south of Nunivak Island) or consider reporting area 519
Bogoslof. The original open area was based on bottom trawl effort from 1998-2002.
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Item D-4 (b)
OCTOBER 2006
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Figure 1. Open area presented in the EFH EIS, without the rotational closures, with other Bering Sea trawl
closures areas depicted ( Red King Crab Savings Area, Pribilof Island Habitat Conservation Area, and the
State of Alaska’s St. Matthew Island Closure Area).

Expanded Open Area:

To examine the effects of including the 2005 data, I created a map using a series of layers in GIS. I
overlayed the previous open area analyzed in the EFH EIS with both recent (2000-2005) and historic
(1990-2005) observed bottom trawl fishing effort (Figure 2 and 3).

The data indicate that the effort distribution in recent years ( 2000-2005) falls almost entirely within the
open areas boundaries described in the EFH EIS, with the exception of a few hauls in the Bogoslof, Red
King Crab Areas, and the St. Matthews area. However if the historic data ( back to 1990) are included, it
appears the bottom trawl effort was distributed in the northern areas as well as in the deepwater basin
area.

Utilizing an editing tool in ArcGIS the bounds of the previous open area were extended to capture bottom
trawl sets that occurred more than one time based on the 1990-2005 data. Additional extensions occurred
to include the areas specifically near Bogoslof, south of Nunivak Island, and the 10° strip on the south
end of the Red King Crab Savings Area. The expanded area is represented in Figure 4 below with
historic fishing effort, and is contrasted with the one analyzed in the EFH EIS in Figure 5. Recent fishing
effort is represented in Figure 6 with both open areas.
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Item D-4 (b)
OCTOBER 2006

. - ) "'}.“" -
Locations of Observed Trawl Catch
2000-2005 100km2

R Recert Observes Bottom Trawl
L TH M hew Il k]
s . 2me

R e o

e
e
Lo
=
AN
# o~
&N
N ,.'.}'
| od
e
r
I Areas hat would bae Sicsed
| g prmrnic
4 [__] RKC Savings Area
I:l BS Open Area kom EFH EIS

l - St Marthew island Closure Area

Figure 2. Open area presented in the EFH EIS, with recent fishing effort (2000-2005), with other Bering Sea
trawl closures areas depicted ( Red King Crab Savings Area, Pribilof Island Habitat Conservation Area, and
the State of Alaska’s St. Matthew Island Closure Area).
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Figure 3 Open area presented in the EFH EIS, with historic fishing effort (1990-2005), with other Bering Sea
trawl closures areas depicted ( Red King Crab Savings Area, Pribilof Island Habitat Conservation Area, and
the State of Alaska’s St. Matthew Island Closure Area).
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Item D-4 (b)
OCTOBER 2006
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Figure 4. Expanded Open Area Approach with historic fishing effort based on observed bottom trawl
locations 1990-2000 summarized by 100km’ blocks with other Bering Sea trawl closures areas depicted.
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Figure 5. Expanded Open area approach contrasted with the approach presented in the EFH EIS with other

Bering Sea trawl closures areas depicted.
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Item D-4 (b)
OCTOBER 2006

Figure 6. Expanded Open area approach, approach presented in the EFH EIS, with recent fishing effort

(2000-2005), with other Bering Sea trawl closures areas depicted.
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AGENDA D-4(c
OCTOBER 200¢

Executive Summary

The Aleutian Island Habitat Conservation Area (AIHCA) was adopted as part of a suite of conservation
measures for essential fish habitat (EFH) to minimize the adverse effects of fishing in the Aleutian Islands
subarea. The EFH rule became effective July 28, 2006 (71 FR 36694, June 28, 2006). The EFH action amended
the Alaska fishery management plans (FMPs) to prohibit the use of certain bottom contact fishing gear in
designated areas of the Al to reduce the effects of fishing on corals, sponges, and hard bottom habitats,
protecting habitats from potential future disturbance without incurring significant short-term costs. The AIHCA
closed most of the Aleutian Islands management areas to bottom trawling (279,114 square nautical miles). Most
fishing areas that have been trawled repeatedly in the past remain open.

The designated open areas for bottom trawling were based on areas of high fishing effort from 1990 through
2003, with specific modifications based on data analysis, input from Al trawl fishermen, and with additional
modifications to reduce those open areas to avoid coral habitat. These modifications were necessary because the
observer data base has limitations on methods to document the actual path the fishers utilize and only records a
start and end position. Open and closed areas adopted under this action are shown in Figure ES-1. The closed
areas are irregular in shape and each latitude and longitude of the closure was recorded in the FMP and
regulations. After the proposed rule was published careful review of the specific latitudes and longitudes of the
ATHCA was reviewed by participants of the fishery. Fishery participants determined that two changes to the
areas described for the ATHCA were necessary to ensure the AIHCA met the intent to allow fishing in areas
historically fished and to prevent bottom trawling in areas that have not been repeatedly fished. The Council
recommended NMFS analyze the recommended changes and present the analysis at the October 2006 Council
meeting for consideration.

The biological and socioeconomic effects for this analysis indicated no significant impacts to the alternatives.
The status quo provides EFH protection measures that provide habitat protection for vulnerable benthic habitat
by bottom trawl closures. Thus Alternative 1 is not likely to result in any significant effects regarding habitat,
target species, non-target resources, protected species or the ecosystem. The impacts of Alternative 2 likely are
similar in magnitude to Alternative 1 due to the slight size change of the boundary areas and the trade off
between the open and closed areas from a biological and environmental perspective.

The proposed open area north of Aggattu Island will likely cause an insignificant impact to habitat since the area
has been historically fished for years according to industry sources, and will have some economic benefit to the
fishery. Some documented presence of coral is close to Aggattu Island but these coral locations do not intersect
with the proposed modified open area.

The Buldir Island location outside the AIHCA which is proposed to be closed has had both documented
presence of corals and sponges by the NOAA Fisheries Surveys as well as anecdotal information by fishers.
This type of habitat is an example for vulnerable habitat that may be affected by fishing gear. A closure of this
area would result in a slightly positive effect on habitat since no further bottom trawling would occur in the area.

Because Alternative 2 may protect areas of known coral occurrence, Alternative 2 may be more protective of
habitat than Alternative 1. By prohibiting bottom traw! in locations where coral occur, Alternative 2 may result
in less mortality or damage to living substrate than Alternative 1. However, data on substrates in these areas are
very limited, so our conclusions are highly uncertain. Additionally, because of the larger size of the Aggattu
area the total amount of sponge/coral habitat may actually be more extensive. By not damaging corals in the
Buldir location, Alternative 2 may be more protective of benthic diversity and habitat suitability than Alternative
1 based on available data.

Considering all of the significance criteria for habitat effects, Alternative 2 effects are likely not substantial
because of the intensity of the proposed action is limited to two relatively small locations and a small number of
vessels impacts the area, and because of the trade off of open and closed areas mitigating the impacts to some
extent.
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ES- 1. The Aleutian Island Habitat Conservation Area (AIHCA), yellow areas, are closed to bottom trawling
beginning July, 2006, implemented as part of Essential Fish Habitat mitigation action.

Two separate alternatives are analyzed in this EA as follows:

Alternative 1: No Action

Alternative 2: Modify the latitude and longitude definitions for open areas for the AIHCA which would
effectively change the boundaries in two areas, one north of Aggattu Island and one north of Buldir Island.
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Table ES-1.1-1 Name, location and area pf proposed AIHCA changes along within the Western Aleutian Islands

(Alternative 2).

Proposed NOAA
ATHCA Latitude Longitude Management | Chart Area
Area number

52°40.0 N 173° 36.0 E | Remove from

52°40.0 N 173°30.0E AIHCA

52°40.0 N 173° 25.0 E | closure
North of | 52°30.0 N 173°25.0E (area will now 108 nm® or
Aggattu 52°310N 173°30.0E be open) 530_1 323 km?
Island 52°33.0N 173°40.0E

52°33.0N 173°54.0E

52°36.0 N 173°54.0E

52°36.0 N 173°36.0E
North of | 52°24 N 175°42 E :?SIC A to 50 nm?
Buldir 52°24 N 175°54 E (area will now 530_1 or 149 km?
Island 52°12N 175°54 E b

e closed)

Aleutian Islands Habitat Conservation Area-Proposed Modifications |

§2> 8uldr Area to be closed

T 7> Aggattu Area to be open
- <. Open to Bottom Trawling
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ES- 2. Proposed modifications of the ATHCA under Alternative 2. Yellow areas are closed to bottom trawling and
the green areas are closed.
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