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EXPLORATIONS

Hunter McIntosh, President

Paul Olson, Alaska Conservation Director
The Boat Company

c/o P.O. Box 1309

Sitka, AK 99835

Simon Kinneen, Chairman

North Pacific Fishery Management Council
1007 West Third Ave., Suite 400
Anchorage, AK 99501

Re: Agenda Item D-2 Programmatic Environmental Impact Statement
Mr. Kinneen:

We submit the following comments in support of moving forward with a
scoping process for a programmatic Environmental Impact Statement (EIS) on
behalf of The Boat Company. The Boat Company conducts multi-day
conservation, education, sport fishing and adventure tours in Southeast Alaska
aboard two small cruise vessels. It is also a charitable organization that focuses
on Alaska conservation issues, including efforts to protect and maintain fishery
resources and habitat which support diverse local economies throughout Alaska.

The Ecosystem Committee’s proposed need statement recognizes that climate
change impacts warrant revisiting the programmatic EIS. Alaska’s marine
ecosystems have experienced record-setting marine heat waves over the past decade.!
Significant changes to ecosystems and marine biodiversity occurred, including
species range shifts, abundance declines, and lower survival and growth of both
commercial and forage fish species.? Marine heat waves are now the most common
cause of declared fishery disasters in the U.S. and may increase in frequency and
intensity.3 Socioeconomic consequences include loss of fisheries income and
employment, food availability and loss of other ecosystem services.* These impacts to
marine ecosystems and coastal communities warrant analysis of alternative
management approaches.>

The Ecosystem Committee suggested three alternatives: no action, a less
precautionary ecosystem-based management policy and a more precautionary
ecosystem-based management policy. The Boat Company recommends that there be
several alternatives aimed at providing heightened conservation benefits relative to
the status quo. While the agency scoping process may provide the best avenue for



refining the alternatives, The Boat Company also requests that the Council consider
adding some substance to them.

A broader range of alternatives is necessary in order to serve NEPA’s primary
purposes of ensuring fully informed decisions and providing for meaningful public
participation in environmental analyses.® The development of multiple alternatives
enables an agency and the public to evaluate various courses of action, including
alternatives that have heightened resource conservation benefits.” In a programmatic
EIS there is a heightened need to consider multiple alternatives that would achieve
greater conservation benefits relative to the status quo.8

Multiple alternatives are also necessary to meet NEPA’s requirement to analyze
meaningfully distinct ways to address activities that affect the environment.9 NEPA
requires federal agencies to explore a reasonable range of alternatives “in comparative
form, thus sharply defining the issues and providing a clear basis for choice among
options by the decision maker and the public.”10 In other words, alternatives should
reflect a range of minimum and maximum resource uses and values.!!

The Boat Company requests that the Council consider some level of
management measures that would fit within each alternative. Ecosystem-based
fishery management recognizes a need to account for a wide range of ecological
relationships.!2 The alternatives could be structured so that one is more protective of
marine resources than the other, or they could include different management tools.
For example, alternatives could propose: (1) quantifiably and qualitatively distinctive
approaches to optimum yield caps and ranges and harvest quota setting; (2) varying
degrees of habitat protection; (3) different ranges of bycatch limits; (4) consider forage
fish and food web interactions and (5) address other management issues such as
allocation and access by encouraging shifts to lower impact gear types at levels that
range from experimental to substantial for some species.!3

Multiple approaches to optimum yield in particular should be open to public
comment during scoping. National Standard 1 accounts for the importance of local
community-based fisheries — optimum yield is not just a single target number but
rather “the amount of fish that will provide the greatest overall benefit to the nation

. as reduced by any relevant, economic, social, or ecological factor.”14 Social factors
include “preservation of a way of life for fishermen and their families, and
dependence of local communities on a fishery (e.g., involvement in fisheries and
ability to adapt to change).1> Alternatives should consider prioritizing sociological
components optimum yield in terms of catches and species that are best for
traditional fishing communities, potentially at the expense of large corporations

Ecosystem-based fishery management alternatives should add ecological and
coastal community socio-economic objectives to inform optimum yield
determinations. Both Fishery Management Plans currently specify an optimum yield
range and use caps and assume that that there is no significant detrimental impact
on the industry.1¢ The fishing “industry” is so diverse that optimum yield caps and
ranges have different effects on different fishermen. Alaska fishing fleets range from
community-based fishermen working in skiffs and small boats to large catcher
processors from Seattle.1” Most of the commercial fleet — nearly 6,000 vessels —
consists of smaller boats less than 58’ long.18 Nearly a half million residents and
visitors sport fish in Alaska each year and many rely on hundreds of sport fish guide
businesses concentrated in coastal communities where Chinook and halibut are



accessible.19 Lower abundances of crab, salmon and halibut magnify the impacts of
bycatch on other fishermen when taken in pursuit of groundfish harvest targets.20

Alternatives or alternative sub-options could consider designating different
percentages of federally managed waters for various purposes — whether for broader
habitat conservation purposes or species-specific protections, such as halibut and
crab nursery areas or seasonal closures of salmon migratory routes to fisheries that
take salmon as bycatch.2! Larger networks of protected areas could assist species
tracking thermal habitats.?2 Options could focus on mobile bottom contact gear
which has the highest impacts to sea bed habitats, coral reefs, sea floor species and
habitats used by fish for spawning, breeding, feeding or growth to maturity.23

The scoping process should solicit public comment on a range of options for
revisiting bycatch limits, including for species that currently have no limits: Bering
Sea chum salmon, Gulf of Alaska tanner crab and herring, sablefish. Options could
focus on additional abundance-based or percentage reductions for trawl gear which
is responsible for the largest proportion of the bycatch mortality of valuable
commercial, sport and subsistence species in the Bering Sea and Gulf of Alaska.2+
The bycatch includes a high proportion of juvenile fish which reduces future yields
for sport, subsistence and commercial fishermen who would otherwise harvest the
bycaught species once mature or benefit from improved recruitment in future years.
Alternatives could identify thresholds at which bycatch cannot exceed harvests in
directed fisheries: (1) when directed fisheries are closed for conservation purposes,
and (2) levels at which trawl bycatch consumes a disproportionate share of the
harvestable quota.

In sum, the Boat Company requests that the Council move the process forward
for public scoping, and requests there be several ecosystem-based fishery
management alternatives with some degree of additional development to inform
public comment on a range of area-based protections, bycatch limit reductions, and
other measures that enhance coastal and interior Alaska fishing community
resilience to climate change.

Hunter McIntosh & Paul Olson
The Boat Company
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