Dear Chairman Kinneen,

My name is Josh Wisniewski, I live in Seldovia Alaska and  I am a full time Alaska resident. I am a commercial fisherman, a subsistence fisherman and a cultural anthropologist.  I started commercial fishing in the area I live when I was 18.  As a resident of a rural Alaska coastal community  commercial fishing contributes to supporting my coastal subsistence lifeway, as it does for others in my community and in rural coastal communities throughout Alaska. 
 
I commercially set net for salmon at Barabara Point where I live and fish commercially fish halibut in area 3-A.  I fish, hand pulling in a small wooden 22ft Class D vessel I built in order to commercially fish halibut in the area where I live.  As a subsistence halibut fisherman, I fish for myself and for other families and Alaska Native elders in my community who are not always able to fish for themselves.  I completed all of my education and professional training here in Alaska  and, as an anthropologist I have worked on marine resource and subsistence issues with Alaska Native and Native American communities from Bering Strait to Washington State. I sit on the board of The Alaska Marine Conservation Council (AMCC) to foster conservation of our marine resources and in support of small boat community-based fisheries and ecologically and economically sustainable Alaska rural coastal communities.  The following comments and position outlined here are mine as rural coastal resident, fisherman and cultural anthropologist.

I am writing because the amount of halibut bycatch the A80 trawl fleet is currently allowed in the Bering Sea is totally unacceptable and must be immediately reduced in a robust and meaningful way to support all of our Alaskan directed halibut fisheries, subsistence fisheries and our halibut fishery dependent communities.  As a small-boat fisherman who makes part of my livelihood fishing for halibut it is unconscionable to me that NPFMC, our regional federal fishery management body charged with managing sustainable fisheries allows 16 A80 trawlers based outside of Alaska to harvest over 60% of Bering Sea halibut, upwards to three million pounds annually to be discarded as bycatch.  That is the definition of wanton-waste.  It is destructive to our halibut stocks to allow this level of bycatch for the explicit benefit for a non-directed halibut fishery. Candidly it is immoral.

As subsistence and commercial fisherman and a Ph.D. scientist I find irreprehensible, that NPFMC allows for an arbitrary static cap on trawl bycatch of halibut in the Bering Sea that is not based on stock abundance in a period of declining  ocean productivity and halibut abundance.  Under the current management model the NPFMC is allowing Alaskan's halibut resource to be depleted to the detriment of our rural coastal communities and independent small boat hook and line fishing families in order to benefit a small number of fishing corporations based outside Alaska. This is not only unscientific management it demonstrates a complete disregard to the health and abundance of halibut in the Bering Sea or the subsistence and directed halibut hook and line and pot commercial fishers who fish in the Bering Sea and throughout the Gulf of Alaska as well. It is fundamentally wrong. 

The A80 trawl fleets bycatch limits must be capped based on an abundance model, that accounts for halibut population trends as well as to further conservation of the halibut biomass to support ecosystem integrity and support subsistence and directed halibut commercial fisheries. Concurrently the Council should go a step further and mandate a stringent trawl bycatch limits  for explicit purposes of halibut conservation, to help build our Alaskan halibut stocks up  and to maintain the ecological integrity of the broader North Pacific ecosystem. Truly sustainable fisheries demand these actions.  This is especially critical  as we experience  a down cycle of productivity in the North Pacific such as we are currently experiencing.

The excessive and arbitrary halibut bycatch cap that currently allows the A80 fleet  to destroy 3 million pounds of halibut annually is not based on halibut stock assessments.  Yet our more sustainable directed halibut fisheries are based on  annual stock assessments and there are adjusted downward in response to declining abundance.  Allowing the A80 fleet to waste 3 million pounds of halibut annually contributes directly to the decline in halibut abundance; it reduces fishing opportunities for commercial, subsistence and sport halibut fishermen across the state and contributes to a loss of Alaskan's IFQ shares based on declines in abundance which excessive trawl bycatch directly contributes too. 

 We are currently experiencing a decline in biological productivity throughout the North Pacific the Gulf of Alaska and the Bering Sea due to a wide range of factors including both ecological and anthropomorphic driven change.  It is well established that halibut born in the Gulf of Alaska move along the Alaska Current and into the Bering Sea through Unimak Pass. Here many fish mature before migrating throughout the Gulf of Alaska.  This results in the Bering Sea ecosystem serving a critical role in the life cycle of Alaskan halibut.  Taking 3 million pounds of halibut annually as discarded bycatch has a dramatic impact on annual abundance and on the reproductive rate of our halibut stocks.  These are fish, that, if left in the water would be able to reach sexual maturity, reproduce and contribute growing our broader Alaska halibut biomass.

Further, this excessive bycatch not only impacts our overall halibut health and abundance in a critical rearing habitat, it impacts all halibut fishermen in Alaska.  The discarded Bering Sea trawl bycatch contribution to a decline in halibut abundance also contributes to annual downward quota adjustments for Alaskan fishermen determined through the IPHC process.  The fishermen most impacted by the loss of quota though annual downward adjustments are rural coastal residents like myself who own smaller quota shares with many of us fishing out of open skiffs.  Incremental annual loss of quota can completely erode ones IFQ share.  A skiff fisherman with 500-700 lbs. of quota can see that share completely evaporate in a few short years.  Given the cost of halibut IFQs and the increasing rarity of small blocks of purchasable quota it is virtually impossible for many of us to rebuild our IFQ shares.  This illustrates that the NPFMC has elected to prioritize the accumulation of wealth for the A80 trawl fleet at the expense of halibut stocks and rural coastal Alaskan fishermen living in the very areas where this wanton waste is allowed, impacting residents fishing opportunities and livelihoods  

The excessive allowed trawl bycatch cap that is not based on actual abundance impacts regional subsistence fishers.  Subsistence halibut fishers fish in a much smaller geographical area than the large trawl fleet.  Therefore, subsistence and local small boat/skiff commercial fishers are more likely to be impacted by declines in local abundance brought about by trawler bycatch.  Harvesting 3 million pounds of halibut annually from the Bering Sea reduces fishing opportunity through removal of the resource that would otherwise be present.   When the A80 fleet removes a disproportionate amount of halibut from  area important for subsistence fishing and small-scale commercial fishers those fishers do not always have other areas they can go too, whereas the trawl fleet can easily, move to other grounds.

How is this justified? How can the Council defend the destruction of our Alaska halibut stocks and fishing opportunities for rural Alaskan coastal communities? How can this management structure and bycatch allowance be justified as scientific?  It is  well past time for the NPFMC to engage in actual scientific, ecosystem, abundance-based management, not political "management" for the benefit of corporate fisheries at the expense of rural Alaska coast communities and all Alaskans.  This is not just scientifically unjustified.  It is blatantly destructive to Alaskan's halibut stocks, it is morally wrong, and shameful.

The painful irony of the NPFMC's Bering Sea trawl bycatch allowance is that Alaska Native coastal communities have carried out, and managed halibut fisheries for thousands of years without contributing to dramatic down turns in halibut abundance.  Yet these Alaska communities and knowledge holders with the deepest data sets of ecological knowledge  of the region are not afforded an equal seat at the table or voice in determining acceptable trawl bycatch limits. The value of local and traditional knowledge can contribute to sustainable and their knowledge is not acknowledged or valued to the detriment of our stocks.  

This is due, in part, to entrenched stagnate management models that are unable to evolve to incorporate a greater diversity of data streams.  It is also due to the political structure of the Council that does not give Bering Sea area residents an equitable role in the management decisions that directly impact their access and opportunities to participate in marine fisheries.  This contributes to the NPFMC supporting inequitable and unsustainable fisheries at the expense of the residents who live in the area and depend directly on halibut and an ecological intact marine environment.

While the NPFMC justifies the wanton waste of 3 million pounds of halibut bycatch annually commercial halibut fisherman continue to innovate to further reduce bycatch and loss.  This is evidenced by many boats converting to pot-based fishing systems to reduce whale predation and bycatch thereby contributing to marine conservation by reducing the loss and bycatch. 

Thus, the current management structure, and NPFMC's A80 trawl bycatch allowances rewards the most ecologically destructive and wasteful fisheries with lenient bycatch restrictions  at the expense of sustainable community fisheries and family fishing businesses developing innovations to reduce bycatch and waste.  Arguably the A80 fleet's existing bycatch allowance is antithetical to the purpose of the NPFMC to ensure the health and viability of our North Pacific fisheries and our coastal fishing communities.  

The NPFMC must change course here before bringing about further destruction to our Alaskan halibut stocks.  We need stricter and tightly controlled trawl bycatch caps that are put in place to promote halibut conservation, ecosystem integrity and to help grow the halibut biomass. Concurrently, significant adjustments must be made in the Council structure and process to allow for greater equality and inclusion of representatives of rural Alaska coastal communities in the NPFMC decision making process for the benefit of sustainable fisheries.  Rural Alaska coastal residents have unique cultural and economic ties to our marine ecosystems and complex understandings of how they function.  Greater and equitable inclusion of local voices and knowledge will contribute to sustaining our marine ecosystems and fisheries, and Alaska coastal communities. 

Thank you for your service and meaningful consideration of these on-time comments.

Josh Wisniewski Ph.D.
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