AGENDA C-9
OCTOBER 1999
MEMORANDUM
TO: Council, SSC and AP Members
ESTIMATED TIME
FROM.: Clarence G. Pautzke 1 HOUR
Executive Director

DATE: October 4, 1999

SUBIJECT: Essential Fish Habitat

ACTION REQUIRED
Preliminary Review of Habitat Areas of Particular Concern analysis.
BACKGROUND

Habitat areas of particular concern (HAPC) are those areas of special importance that may require additional
protection from adverse effects. HAPC is defined on the basis of its ecological importance, sensitivity,
exposure, and rarity of the habitat. Several habitat types have been already identified as HAPC as part of the
essential fish habitat amendments. These HAPC’s included:

1. Living substrates in shallow waters (e.g., eelgrass, kelp, rockweed, mussel beds, etc.)
2. Living substrates in deep waters (e.g., sponges, coral, anemones, etc)
3. Freshwater areas used by anadromous fish (e.g., migration, spawning, and rearing areas)

In October 1998, the Council approved for analysis several proposals regarding habitat areas of particular
concern (HAPC). These proposals requested that a gap analysis be prepared, and additional habitat types
and areas be designated as HAPC. Proposed HAPC habitat types included seamounts and pinnacles, the ice
edge, the shelf break, and biologically-consolidated fine-grained sediments. Proposed specific HAPC areas
included a deep basin in Prince William Sound, the Chrikov Basin north of St. Lawrence Island, and the red
king crab bycatch areas around Kodiak Island.

The HAPC technical team has completed a preliminary analysis of HAPC types and alternatives to minimize
potential impacts. An executive summary of the analysis is provided as Item C-9(a). At this meeting, the
Council will review the analysis and provide additional direction to staff. Note that the Ecosystem
Committee has recommended additional options to be analyzed. Initial review of this amendment package
has been tentatively scheduled for December and final action in February 2000.
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AGENDA C-9(a)
OCTOBER 1999

Executive Summary

This Environmental Assessment/Regulatory Impact Review (EA/RIR) addresses alternatives to protect and
conserve habitat of finfish, mollusks, and crustaceans. The Magnuson -Stevens Act mandates that any fishery
management plan (FMP) must include a provision to minimize to the extent practicable adverse effects on such
habitat caused by fishing, and identify other actions to encourage the conservation and enhancement of such
habitat.

The action identified in this EA/RIR is to define and identify additional habitat areas of particular concemn
(HAPC) in the North Pacific and implement management measures to minimize adverse impacts of fishing and
non-fishing threats on HAPC to the extent practicable. These HAPC areas and management measures would
be included in the five FMPs: the BSAI groundfish, GOA groundfish, BSAI crab, scallop, and salmon FMPs.
The alternatives analyzed in the EA/RIR are the following;

Alternative 1. Status Quo. The FMPs would not be amended to add additional HAPC types and areas, and
no additional measures would be taken to protect HAPC from potential effects caused by
fishing and non-fishing activities.

Alternative 2 : Amend the FMPs to include additional HAPC types and areas, and take additional measures
to protect HAPC from potential effects caused by fishing and non-fishing activities.

A. Proposed HAPC habitat types
1. Seamounts and pinnacles (especially those that extend into the photic zone)
2. Ice edge
3. Shelf break or shelf edge domain (e.g., Bering Sea "greenbelt")
4. Biologically-consolidated fine-grained sediments

B. Proposed specific HAPC areas
1. A deep basin in Prince William Sound
2. The Chrikov Basin north of St. Lawrence Island
3. The red king crab bycatch areas around Kodiak Island

C. Options for Fishery Management Actions (proposed by analysts). Note that both Option 2 and

Option 3 can be adopted.

Option 1. Status quo. No additional fishery management actions to protect HAPC from
fishing impacts would be taken.

Option 2. Reclassify some living substrate HAPC as a prohibited species. This would

specifically prohibit retention of all corals, sponges, kelp, rockweed, and
mussels, all of which have commercial potential but are currently categorized
in the groundfish plans as non-specified species (and hence have no catch
limits or reporting requirements).

Option 3. Establish no fishing zones in areas of Gorgonian coral abundance.

The goal of these FMP amendments is to provide additional protection of EFH from potential adverse effects
due to fishing and non-fishing related activities through the identification of HAPCs. The information on HAPC
conservation recommendations provided by NMFS or the Councils should encourage avoidance of activities
that may adversely affect fish habitat in these areas. Conservation recommendations may advise the use of
environmentally sound engineering and management practices (e.g., seasonal and gear restrictions, specific
dredging methods, and disposal options) for all fishing and non-fishing related activities. If implemented by
the action agencies, EFH/HAPC conservation recommendations provided by a Council or NMFS will improve
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the conservation of important aquatic habitats and the associated ecosystem. All of the alternatives to the
status quo would be expected to benefit fish populations and their habitats, provide for unproved long-term
productivity of the fisheries, and benefit the vulnerable marine ecosystems.

Some of the proposed HAPC habitat types and areas ranked higher than others relative to the criteria specified
in the guidelines for essential fish habitat. Analysis indicated that seamounts and pinnacles should receive
HAPC type designation. Additionally, the deep basin in Prince William Sound should be designated as a
specific HAPC area. Designation of HAPC areas could also include the Nearshore Bristol Bay closure area,
the Pribilof Island Habitat Conservation Area, and the Cape Edgecumbe pinnacles. These areas meet most,
if not all, of the criteria specified for HAPC designation.

Proposed management measures would reduce adverse impacts of fishing on HAPC. The option to prohibit
harvest of some HAPC species would constitute a preventative approach, in that it would prevent a
commercial fishery for these HAPC species from developing. Large amounts of coral have been commercially
harvested in the past for jewelry, but recent catch records show that none has been reported taken in recent
years.

The option to prohibit all fishing on areas of gorgonian coral abundance would protect this vulnerable HAPC
from adverse impacts due to fishing. These corals have been shown to be 1) important shelter for rockfish and
other fish species; 2) very long lived; 3) easily damaged by fishing gear; and 4) slow to recover from damage.
Although the proposed closure areas are small, and generally not in areas of high fishing effort, the fishing
industry may incur some operational costs (as yet unquantified) associated with this measure. Nevertheless,
it is unlikely that the total catch of all species would be affected by this measure.

To prohibit all fishing in the proposed coral protection areas, the Alaska Board of Fisheries would need to pass
complementary regulations for fisheries under their jurisdiction (e.g., scallops, salmon, crab). For example,
some fishing for golden king crabs currently occurs in the proposed closure areas in the Aleutian Islands.
Under the BSAI king and Tanner crab FMP, closed areas are a category 2 measure, meaning that the regulation
can be adopted by the Board after following criteria set forth in the FMP. Note that one of the criteria for
closed waters is “the need to protect critical habitat for target or non-target species”.

None of the alternatives are expected to have a significant impact on endangered, threatened, or candidate
species, and none of the alternatives would affect takes of marine mammals. Actions taken to define or protect
HAPC are not likely alter the total harvest amounts of groundfish, crab, scallops, or salmon.

None of the alternatives is expected to result in a "significant regulatory action" as defined in E.O. 12866.
However, this analysis will be conducted if appropriate for each FMP amendment.

None of the altematives are likely to significantly affect the quality of the human environment, and the

preparation of an environmental impact statement for the proposed action is not required by Section 102(2)(C)
of the National Environmental Policy Act or its implementing regulations.

HAPC EA/RIR 2 September 1999
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OCEAN - from page 7

accuracy, however, séems seriously lacking.

— Comparing trawling and dredging to agricultural tech-
niques, while obviously much more accurate, would just
as obviously be.much more troubling to the anti-fishing
forces. The idea of continuously producing 4 food crop
from an area of ocean bottom-even ackknowlédging the

.. fact that harvesting that crop might be altering the bot-

A . tom-would certainly seem to be more acceptable to the
publicthan “clear-cutting™ the bottom, and successful PR >
‘campaigns aren’t buil around attacking acceptable prac-
tices. T e :

—Fishnet USA,-May 1999, faxed once monthly to
elected and appoirited officials, media representatives,
individuals and organizations with an interest iy fisher-
ies issues.

Editor’s note: The. various views and opinions held in
the above review are-.not necessarily shared by the
- Waterman's Gazente or by MWA staff. :
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