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Amend the Groundfish FMPs and Federal 

Regulations to allow participants in the IFQ sablefish 

fishery to release sablefish caught with fixed gear

ACTION
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Council Initial Review

Action memo
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Public comment



OVERVIEW
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 Analysis builds on information provided in discussion 
papers, with greater development of observer 
issues, population impacts, fishery impacts

 The analysts are looking for SSC guidance on:

 DMRs and retention probabilities 

 ABC impacts

 Fishery impacts 

 Workgroup staff available for questions – Jen Cahalan 
(PSMFC), Phil Ganz (NMFS), Dan Goethel (NMFS), Chris 
Lunsford (NMFS), Jane Sullivan (NMFS)



BACKGROUND

 Big year classes
 Stakeholder testimony since 2018
 Series of Discussion Papers
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Domestic fishery age compositions



PURPOSE AND NEED

Large year classes of sablefish result in significant catches of small 

sablefish in the IFQ fixed gear fisheries. Small sablefish have low 

commercial value and current regulations require IFQ holders to retain 

all sablefish. Available data suggest that survival rates for carefully 

released sablefish are high. Operational flexibility to carefully release 

sablefish may increase the value of the commercial harvest and allow 

small fish to contribute to the overall biomass.



ALTERNATIVES
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 Alternative 1 - No Action

 Alternative 2 - Voluntary Release by IFQ Fishery

 Element 1: DMRs:

 5%, 12%, 16%, 20%

 Sub-option: Different DMRs for pots, HAL 

 Element 2: Catch Accounting

 Option 1: Observer/EM

 Option 2: Longline survey catches of  sablefish

 Element 3: Discard Mortality Accounting - Discard mortality 

accounted for in the stock assessment. 

 Element 4: Monitoring and Enforcement - Provisions that 

could improve discard estimates



ELEMENT 1: DMR

 Apply a DMR to discarded sablefish of:

 5% (GOA Halibut Pot DMR)

 12% (Stachura et al.) 

 16% (State of Alaska) 

 20% (PFMC) 

 DMRs result in:

 ABC reduction*

 Redirection of fishing effort

 Increased fishing effort
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ELEMENT 1: DMR

 Key DMR takeaways.

 1-3 lbs. range to delineate “small” sablefish

 More small fish in catch greater the difference between DMRs

 Only ~ 3.3 % (474,000 lbs.) difference in 2020

www.npfmc.org



ELEMENT 1: DMR

 Sub-option: Select different DMRs for pot gear and hook and line gear

 HAL – same as previously addressed

 Pot Gear

 7% (halibut in pots 2018)

 4% (halibut in pots 2019)

 0% (halibut in pots 2020)

 Key gear-specific DMR takeaways.

 Reductions in landed sablefish ~ 4x higher in pot vs HAL

 More harvest of sablefish by pots in 2020

 Substantial difference in the amount of discard-able fish between pot and HAL 

DMRs
9



DMR CONSIDERATIONS

 Underestimating the DMR

 Post-release depredation

 30% DMR used in British Columbia
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https://link.springer.com/chapter/10.1007%2F978-3-030-28404-6_5

NOAA Fisheries



 Element 2: Catch Accounting

 Option 1: Sablefish discards will be estimated using observer and 

EM data with a DMR applied annually as part of the specifications 

process.

 Option 2: Sablefish discards will be estimated pre-season based 

on AFSC longline survey encounter rates of sub-three-pound 

sablefish with the DMR applied annually as part of the 

specifications process.
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ELEMENT 2: CATCH ACCOUNTING



 Option 1: Sablefish discards will be estimated using observer and 
EM data with a DMR applied annually as part of the specifications 
process.
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ELEMENT 2: CATCH ACCOUNTING
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ELEMENT 2: CATCH ACCOUNTING

 Option 1: Sablefish discards will be estimated using observer and 
EM data with a DMR applied annually as part of the specifications 
process.

 Issues with immediate implementation

 Current methods assume consistent size comps for discarded and retained

 Observer effect 

 Observer safety 

 Vessel size constraints  

 Database constraints
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ELEMENT 2: CATCH ACCOUNTING

 Potential solution

 Discards = Total weight (Obs) – Landed weight (FT)

 Requires matching landings with observed trips 

 Requires consistency in landed and obs-based retained

 Effects of PRRs

 Integration of EM



 Option 2: Sablefish discards will be estimated pre-season based 
on AFSC longline survey encounter rates of sub-three-pound 
sablefish with the DMR applied annually as part of the 
specifications process.
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ELEMENT 2: CATCH ACCOUNTING

Magnitude of wastage estimates has been based on the 

rate of sublegal to legal catch rates in the setline survey.



 Option 2: Sablefish discards will be estimated pre-season based 
on AFSC longline survey encounter rates of sub-three-pound 
sablefish with the DMR applied annually as part of the 
specifications process.
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ELEMENT 2: CATCH ACCOUNTING

Magnitude of wastage estimates has been based on the 

rate of sublegal to legal catch rates in the setline survey.

Problem:  No minimum size limit for sablefish



ELEMENT 3: DISCARD MORTALITY ACCOUNTING

“Sablefish discard mortality associated with the IFQ fishery will be 

accounted for in the stock assessment. The analysis should describe 

the potential implications of voluntary discards on the sablefish stock 

assessment and specifications process.”
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https://www.pacificseafood.com/species/sablefish/



ELEMENT 3: DISCARD MORTALITY ACCOUNTING

Impact of fishery discard on catch accounting and stock assessment
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ELEMENT 3: DISCARD MORTALITY ACCOUNTING
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Increasing

stock 

assessment 

uncertainty



ELEMENT 3: DISCARD MORTALITY ACCOUNTING
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Knife-edged (3 lb size limit)

Logistic (assumed in Chatham fishery)

Exponential (price-based)



ELEMENT 3: DISCARD MORTALITY ACCOUNTING

21

-Less than 50% of all fish caught being retained

-Highly skewed towards mature females

Knife-edged (3 lb size limit)

Logistic (assumed in Chatham fishery)

Exponential (price-based)



ELEMENT 3: DISCARD MORTALITY ACCOUNTING

 Using novel data sources to estimate discards

 Shoreside Sampling

 eLandings fish ticket 
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https://www.fishfarmingexpert.com/article/black-cod-could-be-big-in-b-c/



ELEMENT 3: DISCARD MORTALITY ACCOUNTING

 Using novel data sources to estimate discards

 Shoreside Sampling

 eLandings fish ticket 

23
https://www.fishfarmingexpert.com/article/black-cod-could-be-big-in-b-c/



ELEMENT 3: DISCARD MORTALITY ACCOUNTING
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ELEMENT 3: DISCARD MORTALITY ACCOUNTING

 How discards are incorporated into stock assessment and harvest 

recommendations
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Full Retention

Exponential

Knife-edge

Logistic



 Impacts of discarding on sablefish stock status and fishery performance
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ELEMENT 3: DISCARD MORTALITY ACCOUNTING
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ELEMENT 3: DISCARD MORTALITY ACCOUNTING



ELEMENT 3: DISCARD MORTALITY ACCOUNTING
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 Yield per recruit model also showed:

 Discarding will result in a decrease in fishery efficiency (number of retained fish 

/ number of fish captured by gear).

 Direct fishery value will only increase in some scenarios. 
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The analysis should describe potential monitoring and enforcement provisions 

that could improve estimates of voluntary and regulatory discards.

ELEMENT 4: MONITORING AND ENFORCEMENT

 Challenges

 Current methods assume consistent size comps for discarded and retained

 Observer effect 

 Observer safety 

 Vessel size constraints  

 Database constraints

 PRRs
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ELEMENT 4: MONITORING AND ENFORCEMENT

 Potential solution

 Shore-based sampling
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ELEMENT 4: MONITORING AND ENFORCEMENT

 Potential solution

 Shore-based sampling
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ELEMENT 4: MONITORING AND ENFORCEMENT

 Potential solution

 Shore-based sampling

 Challenges

 Size grading

 New program $$
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ELEMENT 4: MONITORING AND ENFORCEMENT

Full coverage EM
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ELEMENT 4: MONITORING AND ENFORCEMENT

Full coverage EM

-need observers

b/c EM can’t collect:

-size

-sex

-age

-fishing behavior

-implementation



ENVIRONMENTAL ASSESSMENT

 Environmental impacts resulting from increased fishing effort.

 Assume ~21% increase in effort under Alternative 2.

 Seabirds

 Overall, negligible impacts on take of seabirds.

 Marine Mammals

 Sperm whales – Could result in additional takes but not expected to have significant 

impact.

 Stellar Sea Lions, Killer whales, Humpback whales – Not expected to have 

significant impact.

 Prey Availability and Disturbance Effects

 May increase rates of whale depredation.

 Not likely to have population level effects or disturb marine mammals.
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REGULATORY IMPACT REVIEW
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The sablefish fishery off Alaska is in a state of transition

 Depredation of sablefish catches by killer whales and sperm whales 

 Shifts in gear use from hook and line to pot gear by the IFQ fishery

 Reduced availability of older, larger sablefish in the stock 

 Sudden increases in recruitment from recent year classes

 Massive increases in sablefish bycatch by BSAI trawl fisheries 

 Large decreases in sablefish market prices

 Reconsideration of area apportionment of ABC for the Alaska-wide sablefish stock

 Reconsideration or expansion of the single-stock approach 



REGULATORY IMPACT REVIEW
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The sablefish fishery off Alaska is in a state of transition

https://link.springer.com/chapter/10.1007%2F978-3-030-28404-6_5



REGULATORY IMPACT REVIEW
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REGULATORY IMPACT REVIEW
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4 Regulatory Impact Review

4.1 Statutory Authority

4.2 Purpose and Need for Action

4.3 Alternatives

4.4 Methods

4.5 Description of the Sablefish Fisheries

4.5.1 Management

4.5.2 Sablefish IFQ Fishery

4.6 Analysis of Impacts:  Alt 1

4.7 Analysis of Impacts:  Alt 2



REGULATORY IMPACT REVIEW
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Bering Sea BS 

Aleutian Islands AI

Western Gulf WG 

Central Gulf CG 

West Yakutat WY 

Southeast SE 

Eastern Gulf EG 

includes WY+SE



REGULATORY IMPACT REVIEW

41

Prohibition on discarding

• Initial IFQ not large enough for full-time directed fishery for halibut or 

sablefish 

• Fishermen would have an incentive to discard bycatch of IFQ species.

• To prevent this, … prohibit the discard of IFQ halibut or sablefish

• Discarding small, unmarketable sablefish in a full-time directed fishery would 

be economic discards, i.e., highgrading

• This is currently illegal but would be permissible under the action.

• Intent of action is for economic discards to be limited to only the smallest fish 

in the catch



REGULATORY IMPACT REVIEW
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Accounting for discards

• Fixed gear sablefish TACs are fully allocated to the IFQ Program

• Overages in the fixed gear allocation of the TAC were intended to be 

absorbed by the trawl gear allocation

• If the trawl sector catches its TAC, no buffer for fixed gear discards

• No proposed limit on discards

• If discarding is accommodated within ABC (Element 3), TACs would 

be reduced proportionately

• Deduction affects all QS holders proportionately



REGULATORY IMPACT REVIEW
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BS AI WG CG WY SE Total

2009 1,458       1,643       2,713       8,651       3,398       6,061       23,926

2010 1,046       1,516       2,774       7,914       3,080       5,651       21,981

2011 1,050       1,683       2,660       8,210       3,810       6,299       23,713

2012 1,054       1,807       2,847       10,070     4,232       6,869       26,880

2013 797           1,605       2,848       9,410       3,890       6,826       25,374

2014 427           1,183       2,416       8,243       3,232       5,924       21,425

2015 315           892           1,982       7,917       3,268       5,816       20,189

2016 388           659           2,023       6,930       2,808       5,085       17,892

2017 605           694           2,248       7,579       3,065       5,696       19,887

2018 637           734           2,386       7,472       3,359       6,235       20,823

2019 783           754           2,400       7,915       3,390       6,282       21,524

BS AI WG CG WY SE Total

2009 4,984$     5,919$     9,852$     32,360$   12,473$   21,791$   87,377$    

2010 4,252$     6,526$     12,003$   34,253$   13,212$   23,851$   94,097$    

2011 5,775$     9,481$     15,337$   46,331$   21,192$   34,986$   133,100$  

2012 3,605$     7,648$     12,144$   44,964$   19,204$   30,404$   117,970$  

2013 2,294$     4,929$     8,933$     29,267$   11,925$   20,281$   77,629$    

2014 1,538$     4,391$     9,273$     31,145$   12,004$   21,633$   79,983$    

2015 1,153$     3,563$     8,024$     31,624$   13,013$   22,809$   80,186$    

2016 1,268$     2,769$     8,901$     30,455$   12,081$   22,307$   77,780$    

2017 2,106$     2,931$     10,774$   38,186$   15,816$   28,843$   98,656$    

2018 1,455$     2,078$     7,423$     26,246$   12,885$   23,950$   74,037$    

2019 1,415$     1,478$     5,742$     19,324$   9,931$     20,907$   58,797$    
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Market Grade Revenue
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Price Gradients
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Price Gradients
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Impacts of Alternatives

 Alternative 1

 All impacts occur within the context of market fluctuations

 Harvesters – continued negative impacts of regulations on value of catch

 Processors – reduced value and size of deliveries

 Communities – varies with dependency and engagement
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 Alternative 2

 All impacts occur within the context of greatly reduced market value

 Harvesters and Processors – impacts to value of catches and deliveries

 Highly dependent on magnitude of reduction

 Positive impacts depend on ability to mitigate loss in IFQ with catches of 
higher value fish

 Improbable at higher ABC reductions

 Negative impacts if unable

 Strong possibility geographic bias, negative impacts to BSAI 
operations

 Communities – variable with dependency and engagement

 Geographic bias, but reduced dependency lessens magnitude of impacts to 
minor

 Trawl fleet

 Negative to highly negative

 TAC Options?

Impacts of Alternatives



NMFS

MANAGEMENT AND ENFORCEMENT

 Management Considerations

 NMFS has concerns about inability to accurately estimate discards.

 NMFS is developing techniques that could help but work is still on-going.

 Enforcement Considerations

 Extension of careful release requirements. 

 Presented to Enforcement Committee ahead of this meeting.

 No substantive enforcement concerns related to this action.
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Questions?
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END OF PRESENTATION

SUPPLEMENTAL SLIDES FOLLOW
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ELEMENT 3: DISCARD MORTALITY ACCOUNTING

53



ELEMENT 3: DISCARD MORTALITY ACCOUNTING

54



APPENDIX C: DISCARD SCENARIOS

55

Pct Mkt Grade Price/lb Landings (lb) Value Catch (lb) Value Catch (lb) Value Catch (lb) Value

1 to 2 Lbs 12% 0.82$    1,075              879$       1,123       918$       1,419       1,160$    1,952       1,596$    

2 to 3 Lbs 30% 1.54$    2,671              4,110$    2,790       4,293$    3,526       5,425$    4,852       7,464$    

3 to 4 Lbs 23% 2.08$    2,043              4,258$    2,134       4,448$    2,697       5,621$    3,711       7,733$    

4 to 5 Lbs 15% 2.54$    1,319              3,344$    1,378       3,493$    1,741       4,415$    2,395       6,074$    

5 to 7 Lbs 12% 4.14$    1,053              4,358$    1,100       4,552$    1,390       5,752$    1,913       7,915$    

7 UP 8% 4.81$    753                 3,625$    787           3,787$    994           4,785$    1,368       6,584$    

Total 8,914              20,573$ 9,312       20,573$ 11,768     20,573$ 16,191     20,573$ 

Adjusted landings and effort(%) 8,189       4.5% 6,822       32.0% 5,676       81.6%

Discards 1,123       4,945       10,515     

Pct Mkt Grade Price/lb Landings (lb) Value Catch (lb) Value Catch (lb) Value Catch (lb) Value

1 to 2 Lbs 5% 0.68$    540                 364$       547           370$       627           424$       860           581$       

2 to 3 Lbs 23% 1.29$    2,514              3,238$    2,550       3,284$    2,922       3,764$    4,005       5,158$    

3 to 4 Lbs 29% 1.90$    3,154              5,990$    3,199       6,076$    3,667       6,963$    5,025       9,543$    

4 to 5 Lbs 21% 2.49$    2,341              5,820$    2,375       5,903$    2,722       6,766$    3,730       9,272$    

5 to 7 Lbs 14% 4.09$    1,567              6,408$    1,590       6,500$    1,822       7,450$    2,497       10,209$ 

7 UP 8% 4.76$    828                 3,940$    839           3,996$    962           4,580$    1,318       6,277$    

Total 10,943           25,759$ 11,100     25,759$ 12,722     25,759$ 17,435     25,759$ 

Adjusted landings and effort(%) 10,552     1.4% 9,172       16.3% 12,570     59.3%

Discards 547           3,549       4,864       

Pct Mkt Grade Price/lb Landings (lb) Value Catch (lb) Value Catch (lb) Value Catch (lb) Value

1 to 2 Lbs 5% 0.80$    634                 507$       644           515$       700           560$       897           718$       

2 to 3 Lbs 15% 1.53$    1,809              2,774$    1,835       2,815$    1,996       3,062$    2,558       3,923$    

3 to 4 Lbs 27% 2.21$    3,136              6,944$    3,183       7,046$    3,462       7,664$    4,435       9,820$    

4 to 5 Lbs 21% 2.82$    2,481              6,999$    2,518       7,102$    2,739       7,725$    3,509       9,898$    

5 to 7 Lbs 20% 4.46$    2,308              10,288$ 2,342       10,439$ 2,547       11,355$ 3,264       14,549$ 

7 UP 12% 5.47$    1,354              7,399$    1,374       7,508$    1,494       8,166$    1,914       10,463$ 

Total 11,722           34,910$ 11,895     34,910$ 12,938     34,910$ 16,578     34,910$ 

Adjusted landings and effort(%) 11,251     0.0% 10,242     0.0% 13,123     41.4%

Discards 644           2,697       3,455       

Pct Mkt Grade Price/lb Landings (lb) Value Catch (lb) Value Catch (lb) Value Catch (lb) Value

1 to 2 Lbs 2% 0.86$    237                 204$       238           205$       251           216$       289           249$       

2 to 3 Lbs 9% 1.64$    1,059              1,733$    1,065       1,744$    1,123       1,839$    1,293       2,118$    

3 to 4 Lbs 21% 1.71$    2,457              4,211$    2,472       4,236$    2,606       4,466$    3,002       5,145$    

4 to 5 Lbs 21% 2.07$    2,442              5,063$    2,456       5,094$    2,590       5,370$    2,983       6,185$    

5 to 7 Lbs 23% 3.43$    2,670              9,154$    2,686       9,210$    2,832       9,710$    3,262       11,184$ 

7 UP 24% 4.70$    2,872              13,514$ 2,890       13,596$ 3,047       14,334$ 3,509       16,510$ 

Total 11,737           33,880$ 11,808     33,880$ 12,449     33,880$ 14,339     33,880$ 

Adjusted landings and effort(%) 11,570     0.6% 11,075     6.1% 12,756     22.2%

Discards 238           1,374       1,583       

2018-2020 Discard 1-2Lbs Discard 1-3Lbs Discard 1-4Lbs

Discard 1-2Lbs Discard 1-3Lbs Discard 1-4Lbs

2018-2020 Discard 1-2Lbs Discard 1-3Lbs Discard 1-4Lbs

Discard 1-2Lbs Discard 1-3Lbs Discard 1-4Lbs2018-2020
BSAI

WG

CG

EG

2018-2020
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5 to 7 Lbs 12% 4.14$    1,053              4,358$    1,100       4,552$    1,390       5,752$    1,913       7,915$    

7 UP 8% 4.81$    753                 3,625$    787           3,787$    994           4,785$    1,368       6,584$    

Total 8,914              20,573$ 9,312       20,573$ 11,768     20,573$ 16,191     20,573$ 
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4 to 5 Lbs 21% 2.49$    2,341              5,820$    2,375       5,903$    2,722       6,766$    3,730       9,272$    

5 to 7 Lbs 14% 4.09$    1,567              6,408$    1,590       6,500$    1,822       7,450$    2,497       10,209$ 

7 UP 8% 4.76$    828                 3,940$    839           3,996$    962           4,580$    1,318       6,277$    

Total 10,943           25,759$ 11,100     25,759$ 12,722     25,759$ 17,435     25,759$ 

Adjusted landings and effort(%) 10,552     1.4% 9,172       16.3% 12,570     59.3%
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Pct Mkt Grade Price/lb Landings (lb) Value Catch (lb) Value Catch (lb) Value Catch (lb) Value
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3 to 4 Lbs 27% 2.21$    3,136              6,944$    3,183       7,046$    3,462       7,664$    4,435       9,820$    

4 to 5 Lbs 21% 2.82$    2,481              6,999$    2,518       7,102$    2,739       7,725$    3,509       9,898$    

5 to 7 Lbs 20% 4.46$    2,308              10,288$ 2,342       10,439$ 2,547       11,355$ 3,264       14,549$ 

7 UP 12% 5.47$    1,354              7,399$    1,374       7,508$    1,494       8,166$    1,914       10,463$ 
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2 to 3 Lbs 9% 1.64$    1,059              1,733$    1,065       1,744$    1,123       1,839$    1,293       2,118$    
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Total 11,737           33,880$ 11,808     33,880$ 12,449     33,880$ 14,339     33,880$ 
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