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March 29, 2024 
 

Ms. Angel Drobnica, Chair 
North Pacific Fishery Management Council  
1007 West Third, Suite 400  
Anchorage, AK 99501  
 
RE: Comment on Agenda Item D3 Research Priorities  
 
 

Dear Chair Drobnica and Council Members:  
 
The Alaska Bering Sea Crabbers (ABSC) is a trade association representing the majority of independent 
crab harvesters who commercially fish for king, snow (opilio), and Tanner (bairdi) crab with pot gear in 
the Bering Sea and Aleutian Islands (BSAI) Crab Rationalization Program. We appreciate the opportunity 
to comment to the SSC on agenda item D3 - research priorities. 
 
We are grateful for the public process this Council provides and the opportunity to submit our research 
priorities under the request for information web portal and again through public comment at the February 
SSC meeting and April Council meeting. Similarly, we appreciate the two separate meetings where the 
Council’s Crab Plan Team (CPT) took up this issue and adopted their crab-specific research priorities. To 
that end, we support both the CPT’s top five research priorities (Table 1) along with their research 
priorities that were not ranked in the top five but still warranted being a priority for ongoing research 
(Table 2). Crab research in the North Pacific is more important now than it has ever been. Crab-related 
research made up four of the Council’s top ten research priority list for 2022-2024 (Table 3). Given the 
status of the Bering Sea crab stocks now, we hope that crab research remains this Council’s highest priority 
and consider updating and adding more research topics to the new top-ten list. 
 

 
Table 1: CPT Top 5 research priorities ranked in order. 
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Table 2: CPT research priorities that were not ranked in the Top 5, but still warrant being a priority for 
ongoing research. 
 
 

 
Table 3: NPFMC top ten research priorities for 2022-2024, the four crab-specific research topics are 
denoted with a red star. 
 
We would also like to acknowledge and recognize the work that the Social Science Plan Team (SSPT) has 
done to create their list of research priorities for the Council. Their top-five priority list includes one of the 
Council’s previous top-ten priorities, “Norton Sound red king crab case study”. This was also identified in 
the CPT’s honorable mentions list for ongoing research. This project will inform a number of important 
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topics related to crab science, communities that rely on crab, local and traditional knowledge of crab and 
the economics that’s integrated with it all. The SSPT also had two other worthwhile crab topics on their 
special mention list that ABSC also supports:  

• Research ID #714  Evaluate impacts on Northern Bering Sea communities, commercial fishermen, 
and shore-based processing facilities from climate impacts, and  

• Research ID #N020  Identify pathways and other opportunities for fishermen and communities to 
diversify and adapt in the face of climate-driven changes to fisheries (e.g., Bering Sea crab 
crashes).  

 
Of note from the Unobserved Fishing Mortality Work Group (UFMWG) report, among gears, research on 
the lethality of pelagic trawl gear was identified as the highest priority owing to “the expectation that this 
gear has the potential for a relatively high ratio of unobserved:observed encounters with crab.” This may 
be captured in the CPT’s number two priority in their top-five list (research ID #CPT004), but would benefit 
from the inclusion of the specific language “unobserved fishing mortality”. This intent is captured in the 
CPT’s description of this research recommendation, along with focusing on important life history stages. 
A key take-home message from the UFMWG report is the need for field studies to address data gaps.  
 
Furthermore, at the Council’s recent February 2024 meeting, they initiated a discussion paper for pelagic 
trawl gear that includes “minimizing bycatch” [observed and unobserved] on crab and “minimizing the 
impacts of pelagic trawl gear on sensitive benthic habitat and unobserved mortality of stocks that rely on 
such habitat” (C2 Council motion, Feb2024). Scientists have flagged concern over groundfish fishing 
impacts on crab and habitat degradation since at least 2006 while the Bristol Bay red king crab stock has 
been in decline (see attachment). The need for this research continues to be urgent. 
 
With several Bering Sea crab stocks at a level of “priority conservation concern” as determined by the 
Council, it is time to elevate collaborative field research on unobserved fishing mortality on crab and 
fishing gear impacts on habitat as a top priority. The Council’s Feb 2024 motion on C2 for crab stated, “The 
Council continues to place a high priority on these research projects [unobserved fishing mortality, gear 
impacts on habitat, seasonal distributions] and encourages funding entities to also prioritize them highly.” 
Elevating the need for this research to the Council’s top ten list will facilitate uptake by the North Pacific 
Research Board, among other funding organizations, and could expedite the return of a critical piece of 
data to help fill these data gaps.  
 
In summary, ABSC supports the CPT’s top five research priorities from their January 2024 meeting. We 
request the SSC and Council clarify research ID #CPT004 to include specific language on “unobserved 
fishing mortality” and elevate it to a top priority. ABSC also supports the SSPT’s recommendation for 
inclusion of research ID’s #714 and #N020 as important given climate change and the need to help the 
human side of the fisheries equation. ABSC supports the CPT’s five additional research priorities that were 
not ranked in the top five, but still warrant being a priority for ongoing research, one of which (research 
ID #731) was also a top priority recommended by the SSPT. Alaska’s commercial crab stocks have been hit 
hard in recent years while crab harvesters and fisheries managers have more questions than answers. We 
ask that the Council elevate crab research projects to the highest priority. 
 

Sincerely,  
 
  
Jamie Goen  
Executive Director  
Alaska Bering Sea Crabbers 

https://meetings.npfmc.org/CommentReview/DownloadFile?p=569bb467-292b-4fb8-a596-29103afccbb8.pdf&fileName=C2%20Council%20Motion.pdf


Page 4 of 4 

 
 
ATTACHMENT 
 
 


