November 4, 2020

Alaska Board of Fisheries and North Pacific Fishery Management Council:
Joint Protocol Committee
Re: Cook Inlet Salmon

Members of the Joint Protocol Committee: 

I am a Cook Inlet drift fisherman from Homer, Alaska. My family has fished Cook Inlet for three generations, and I am one of five family members that are owner-operators in the Cook Inlet Drift salmon fishery. Thank you for this opportunity to comment on the Cook Inlet Salmon FMP Amendment, in the context of your committee discussion. 

As a commercial fisherman, in addition to Cook Inlet, I have fished salmon and halibut in Bristol Bay, Area M, Kodiak and Prince William Sound. As a fisheries advocate I have worked on a variety of issues spanning the Council and state management arenas. When I comment on Cook Inlet management, I do so through the lens of someone dedicated to the long-term health of Alaska’s fishing communities, its fishery resources, and the public processes that govern their management. 

I believe fundamentally in Alaska’s leading role in that management, and more specifically in its right and responsibility to manage the entirety of this state’s robust and diverse salmon fisheries for the benefit of all of its diverse users. Considering that constitutional responsibility, and considering the requirements laid out in both Magnuson and the court ruling impacting this issue, I believe the only path forward is Alternative 2, collaborative state and federal management. 

It should be noted that both Alternative 2 and Alternative 3 pose challenges in the form of additional regulatory functions that would require time and resources to execute. This is of course true of any fishery management program, and something we will need to work through collaboratively to make more cooperative and less burdensome — much like the state has done with crab and scallops. As the analysis points out, Alaska is far better equipped to carry out management of the full salmon fishery. Alternative 2 very clearly provides a more functional route to maintaining fishing opportunity, managing the species throughout its range, and maintaining Alaska’s essential role in salmon management. 

In the case of Alternative 3, which I strongly oppose, I am very concerned that the inherent challenges of federal-only management are likely to result in the partial or full closure of fishing in the EEZ, which is an essential part of the fishery. NMFS clearly lacks the infrastructure and expertise to manage a salmon fishery in Alaska at this time. Not only would that be devastating for the thousands of fishermen, fishing families and support businesses operating in Cook Inlet, but this precedent would be troubling for any salmon fishermen whose traditional fishing areas span both state and federal waters. The statewide implications of and concerns around such a decision should not be underestimated.

Recently added Alternative 4, which intentionally closes the EEZ waters to commercial fishing, certainly guarantees substantial harm to fishermen and coastal economies through the loss of those traditional fishing grounds. This loss would be particularly felt in Homer, as EEZ closure would transfer the majority of fishing to the more northern areas. Homer would see a drastic decline in port deliveries, vessel moorage and many other associated economic drivers. Closure is an unacceptable outcome for communities that rely upon these fisheries and the revenue they generate. It is also unreasonable to put this option on the table at this late stage of development, particularly considering the severity of the impacts it poses. This is a sharp departure from the focus of the past two years, which has been on Alternative 2. 

Alaska has long been committed to managing its salmon resources, and does so for the benefit of our coastal economies, cultures and food systems — of which Cook Inlet commercial fishing businesses are an integral part. State and federal laws require us to manage these resources for economic, cultural and ecological vitality. Options that eliminate EEZ fishing opportunities do not accomplish that, and would decimate an already struggling commercial fishery. Recognizing that risk, it is vital that we choose a path forward that leads to a functioning fishery and a public process that can incorporate both state and federal waters. That path is Alternative 2. 

It is impossible to ignore that part of the challenge of finding a path forward in this issue is the deeply contentious history between user groups who rely upon Cook Inlet. The political and allocative tensions in Cook Inlet are exhausting and often counter productive. That being said, we must remain collectively dedicated to improving our public processes and public discourse. Alaska and the Council, together, must be a leader in that positive change. 

[bookmark: _GoBack]Should state management of this important salmon fishery be abandoned in favor of federal management or outright closure, it eliminates the ability for the fishing families of Cook Inlet — primarily Alaska residents — to work within the state process alongside our fellow fishermen on issues impacting the historic fishing areas in the central Inlet. Current and future generations of Alaskans deserve the opportunity to continue working with state leaders and scientists toward the best possible management for all participants, in all of Cook Inlet’s traditional fishing areas. 

Thank you for this opportunity to comment. 

Regards, 
Hannah Heimbuch
. 
