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Angel Drobnica, Chair

North Pacific Fishery Management Council
1007 W. Third Ave, Suite 400

Anchorage, AK 99501

Jon Kurland, Regional Administrator
NOAA Fisheries, Alaska Region

PO Box 21688

Juneau, AK 99802

Re: C3 Pelagic Trawl Gear Definition & Innovation

Dear Chair Drobnica, Mr. Kurland and Council members:

WWww.oceanconservancy.org

Ocean Conservancy1 submits the following comments on Pelagic Trawl Gear Definition Initial Review

and Pelagic Trawl Gear Innovation Discussion Paper. At the June 2025 meeting, we urge the Council to:
1. Revise the pelagic trawl gear definition to clarify that pelagic trawl fishing gear
is not permitted to contact the seafloor or recategorize pelagic trawl as a ‘mobile

bottom contact gear.’

2. Prohibit pelagic trawling in areas closed to bottom trawling until it can be
reliably demonstrated that the gear 1s not in contact with the seafloor.
3. Request an expanded Innovation discussion paper that focuses on regulatory

measures and incentives to reduce bottom contact.

Trawling is recognized as one of the most intense forms of widespread benthic disturbance throughout

the world.”* Benthic habitat supports subsistence and commercial fisheries, is the foundation of

ecosystem diversity and function and is critical to a myriad of species of crab, fish, marine mammals and

the Tribes whose way of life is inextricably linked to our oceans. International scientific literature

' Ocean Conservancy is a non-profit organization working to protect the ocean from today’s greatest global challenges. Together with

our partners, we create evidence-based solutions for a healthy ocean and the wildlife and communities that depend on it.

? Kaiser, M.]., Ramsay, K., Richardson, C.A., Spence, F.E. and Brand, A.R., 2000. Chronic fishing disturbance has changed shelf sea
benthic community structure. journal of Animal Ecology, 69(3), pp.494-503.
https: / /besjournals.onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1046/j.1365-2656.2000.00412.x

3 Pitcher, C.R., Hiddink, J.G., Jennings, S., Collie, J., Parma, A.M., Amoroso, R., Mazor, T., Sciberras, M., McConnaughey, R.A .,
Rijnsdorp, A.D. and Kaiser, M.]., 2022. Trawl impacts on the relative status of biotic communities of seabed sedimentary habitats in 24

regions worldwide. Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences, 119(2), p.e2109449119.


https://besjournals.onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1046/j.1365-2656.2000.00412.x
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confirms that trawling on the bottom of the seafloor has short- and long-term ecosystem-level impacts
(see Section 3). Historically, fishery management in the North Pacific acknowledged these impacts, and
therefore closed areas of the Bering Sea to bottom trawling. However, the current definition of “pelagic”
trawling allows for high bottom contact rates by pelagic trawls in the Bering Sea and Aleutian Islands
(BSAI) and Gulf of Alaska (GOA), including in important habitat areas closed to bottom trawling that
provide Essential Fish Habitat (EFH) for over 25 species of groundfish and crab.* The 2022 Evaluation of
Fishing Effects on EFH in the Bering Sea and Aleutian Islands reported bottom contact estimates of 20-
60% for “pelagic” trawl catcher vessels (CV) and 70-100% for “pelagic” trawl catcher processors (CP).> In
the Gulf of Alaska, where a 10% bottom contact limit is in place (but not enforced), bottom contact
estimates for CVs were up to 40%.> Permitting bottom contact by trawl fisheries in areas closed to
bottom trawling creates significant harmful impacts and runs counter to the goals of numerous bottom
trawl closures. The proposed definition change before the Council at this meeting does not address this

fundamental problem nor does it address the deleterious impacts of trawling on the bottom.

Further, bifurcating the definition and innovation pieces of this issue ignores the interrelated elements and
has muddled the transparency, opportunity for meaningful public engagement and overall decision-
making process surrounding potential updates to pelagic trawl fishing gear regulations. There must first
be a clear definition stating how the gear should be fished with respect to seafloor contact in order for the
Council move forward with developing metrics and incentives for innovation that reduce habitat impacts
and unobserved mortality associated with pelagic trawl gear. Based on the recommendations
below, the Council should delay final action on the Trawl Gear Definition and should
request an expanded Trawl Gear Innovation discussion paper at the June 2025 meeting.

1. Revise the pelagic trawl gear definition to clarify that pelagic trawl ﬁshing gear 1s not
intended to operate on the seafloor or recategorize pelagic trawl as a ‘mobile bottom
contact gear.’

The fishery management system in the North Pacific is premised on the assumption that “pelagic”
trawling is fished midwater and thus allowed in areas closed to bottom trawling. The best available
science confirms that this assumption is incorrect,” and “pelagic” trawl gear makes contact with the
seafloor the majority of the time. This major discrepancy, upon which habitat closures and even the
certification of the fishery by the Marine Stewardship Council is based, must be addressed by revising
the pelagic trawl gear definition. A revised definition should clarify that pelagic trawl gear is not
intended to contact the seafloor. There is precedent for this type of high-level operational definition,®
and the Council should recognize that the State of Alaska as well as other regional and international
regulations and definitions offer improved examples of clarity and transparency that would facilitate

management and enforcement across jurisdictions.

* NPFMC 2023. North Pacific Conservation and Spatial Management Areas in the EEZ.
* Zeleski et al. 2022. 2022 Evaluation of Fishing Effects on Essential Fish Habitat. NOAA.
¢ Alaska Department of Fish and Game (5 AAC 39.105.); European Union Common Fisheries Policy (EU 2019/1241 Article 6); Food and Agriculture

Organization of the United Nations; Fisheries and Oceans Canada (Tech memo 672)


https://www.npfmc.org/wp-content/PDFdocuments/Publications/Conservation_Area_Summaries.pdf
https://meetings.npfmc.org/CommentReview/DownloadFile?p=d4436920-e0e2-45ba-becd-111ed163f180.pdf&fileName=EFH%20Fishing%20Effects%20Evaluation%20Discussion%20Paper.pdf
https://www.touchngo.com/lglcntr/akstats/aac/title05/chapter039/section105.htm
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/eli/reg/2019/1241/oj/eng
https://openknowledge.fao.org/server/api/core/bitstreams/d194ba36-af7a-48ed-9e58-563143b96863/content
https://openknowledge.fao.org/server/api/core/bitstreams/d194ba36-af7a-48ed-9e58-563143b96863/content
https://www.dfo-mpo.gc.ca/fisheries-peches/ifmp-gmp/groundfish-poisson-fond/2025/groundfish-poisson-fond-div3ps-nafo-opano-eng.html#fishery-type
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If it is the Council’s intent to allow significant bottom contact to continue, then pelagic trawl gear
should be redefined as a mobile bottom contact gear. The Office of Law Enforcement (OLE)
confirms that the current pelagic trawl gear definition and performance standard are not enforceable
and do not effectively discourage or prevent trawl operations on the seabed. As part of the 2024
Bristol Bay Red King Crab Initial Review (p. 188), the OLE recommended “the Council consider listing

pelagic trawl under the dgfinitions gf ‘bottom contact gear” and “mobile bottom contact gear.”

A transition to a mobile bottom contact gear classification for pelagic traw] would simplify

enforcement. The May 2025 Innovation Discussion Paper (p.10) and Enforcement Committee
Precepts (2015) states, “Regulations should be as simple and straightforward as possible — reduced complexity
equates to easier compliance and enforcement, and to the extent practicable, consistency should be considered J
“Increased clarity in objectives, expectations, and possible incentives could help foster an environment for

collaborative development of gear modifications and innovations.”

In addition to reducing enforcement challenges, recategorization to mobile bottom contact gear
would allow the Council to better meet its management objectives for protections to vulnerable
regions in preexisting bottom trawl closure areas such as the Red King Crab Savings Area (BBRKC),
which was established to provide protections for adult red king crab and their habitat (NPFMC 2023).
Figure 1 shows relatively high habitat disturbance occurring in the BBRKC Savings Area, indicating
the Council is not meeting their managements objectives for that zone. Similarly, the Northern
Bering Sea Research Area and St. Mathews Island Habitat Conservation area were designated to
protect relatively “pristine” seafloor habitats which are critically important to neighboring
communities (NPFMC 2023). Permitting the pelagic trawl fishery to continue to operate on bottom
in these regions runs counter to the management objectives that established these bottom trawl
closures in the first place.

2. Prohibit pelagic trawling in areas closed to bottom trawling until it can be reliably
demonstrated that the gear is not in contact with the seafloor.

In order to meet the management and EFH objectives established by the Council, areas closed to
bottom trawling should not be open to the pelagic trawl fishery until they can prove they are off
bottom. Bottom contact sensor and camera technologies exist to support this kind of initiative,” and
we urge the Council and industry to focus on this element of the gear innovation discussion paper
going forward. The BBRKC 2023 Review states, “OLE has become aware of the potential to improve

enforcement of existing and potential future gear restrictions involving seafloor contact. In recent months, OLE has
determined currently fielded transducer and sensor technologies enable monitoring of seafloor contact. If the
Council were to mandate the use of existing technologies to record — and allow enforcement access to — seafloor

contact data, the potential for successful enforcement of seafloor-contact gear restriction(s) is high."

7 Seafood New Zealand, “Visible footprints on the seafloor,” June 2023.


https://meetings.npfmc.org/CommentReview/DownloadFile?p=0cb90fa5-5e0e-40fc-9af1-00cf97ce18b6.pdf&fileName=C2%20BBRKC%20Analysis.pdf
https://meetings.npfmc.org/CommentReview/DownloadFile?p=0cb90fa5-5e0e-40fc-9af1-00cf97ce18b6.pdf&fileName=C2%20BBRKC%20Analysis.pdf
https://meetings.npfmc.org/CommentReview/DownloadFile?p=33e22a78-be45-4d77-baf6-82fe978728fb.pdf&fileName=C3b%20Pelagic%20Trawl%20Gear%20Innovation%20Discussion%20Paper.pdf
https://www.npfmc.org/wp-content/PDFdocuments/Publications/Conservation_Area_Summaries.pdf
https://www.npfmc.org/wp-content/PDFdocuments/Publications/Conservation_Area_Summaries.pdf
https://meetings.npfmc.org/CommentReview/DownloadFile?p=2faac872-c0a4-4a05-93a2-352be833fef1.pdf&fileName=C4%20BBRKC%20Analysis.pdf
https://www.sustainableseaschallenge.co.nz/news-and-events/news/seafood-magazine-visible-footprints-on-the-seafloor/
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Figure 1. Overlay of pollock harvests from NOAA observer data 2005-2024 with the 2022 Fishing Effects
Model Percentage Habitat Disturbed estimates.

Areas closed to bottom trawling (Figure 1) represent a small percentage (<5%) of overall pollock
harvests 2005-2024 (Table 1, NOAA observer data). Closing these areas until the pelagic trawl
definition is amended to ensure the fleet is operating off bottom would represent an effective and
enforceable way to reduce seafloor impacts in designated conservation areas.

Table 1. Pollock harvested (t) broken out by habitat conservation area 2005-2024 (NOAA observer data).

Proportion of Overall Harvest

Pollock harvested (t) 2005-2024
Pribilof Islands HCA 120,807 0.0057
Red King Crab Savings Area 770,843 0.0363
St. Mathew Island HCA 24,186 0.0011
State Waters 82,272 0.0039
No bottom trawl restrictions 20,233,936 0.953

The 2023 NPFMC report, “North Pacific Conservation and Spatial Management Areas in Alaska’s

Exclusive Economic Zone” details the species which have EFH in areas closed to bottom trawling in


https://apps-afsc.fisheries.noaa.gov/ords/r/fma_ols/fma-map/home?session=8381994017187
https://apps-afsc.fisheries.noaa.gov/ords/r/fma_ols/fma-map/home?session=8381994017187
https://www.npfmc.org/wp-content/PDFdocuments/Publications/Conservation_Area_Summaries.pdf
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the Bering Sea. All together, these species span over 25 adult and juvenile phases of groundfish, as
well as skates, crabs and other ecosystem component species. Under the Magnuson-Stevens Fishery
Conservation and Management Act, the Council has the obligation to minimize to the extent
practicable adverse effects on EFH caused by fishing and take actions to promote conservation of and
enhancement of EFH. Mitigating bottom contact impacts by reducing the pelagic trawl footprint in
these important ecological areas will in turn support more resilient and biodiverse habitats in these
areas (see Section 3), simplify enforcement and regulatory challenges and enable the Council to meet
their stated management objectives.

3. The Council should request an expanded Innovation discussion paper that focuses on
regulatory measures and incentives to reduce bottom contact and associated impacts.

An expanded Trawl Gear Innovation discussion paper should identify and evaluate meaningful
incentives and regulations to reduce bottom contact in the pelagic trawl fleet. This work must go
beyond codifying current gear types and practices; it should set measurable targets and regulations
that serve as clear incentives for innovation, reduced bottom contact and addressing unobserved
mortality. And while we support innovations to reduce bottom contact, this does not mean the
Council should sidestep precautionary management or ignore current protections in areas closed to
bottom trawling while we gather for more information.

Trawling is known to cause widespread benthic disturbance throughout the world.?? Bottom trawling
has significant negative impacts to the seafloor and benthic ecosystem function by reducing the density
of organisms that cycle nutrients®’, reducing the density of faunal biomass with each pass'®, impacting
biogeochemical cycles'!, impairing nutrient fluxes’, and damaging biogenic bottom structure
necessary for demersal fish throughout various life stages.'” Areas with high trawling footprints also

exhibit reduced carbon storage Capabilities.13

Two recent studies conducted broad scale reviews of trawl impacts. Based on 70 comparative and
experimental studies and an approach fitting models to global data, Hiddink et al. (2017) estimated
depletion and recovery of seabed biota after trawling. Trawl gears removed 6—41% of faunal biomass

per pass, and recovery times post trawling were 1.9—6.4 years depending on fisheries and

¥ Olsgard, F., Schaanning, M.T., Widdicombe, S., Kendall, M.A. and Austen, M.C., 2008. Effects of bottom trawling on ecosystem
functioning. Journal of Experimental Marine Biology and Ecology, 366(1-2), pp.123-133.

? Bradshaw, C., Jakobsson, M., Briichert, V., Bonaglia, S., Mérth, C.M., Muchowski, J., Stranne, C. and Skold, M., 2021. Physical
disturbance by bottom trawling suspends particulate matter and alters biogeochemical processes on and near the seafloor. Frontiers in
Marine Science, 8, p.683331.

' Hiddink, J.G., Jennings, S., Sciberras, M., Szostek, C.L., Hughes, K.M., Ellis, N., Rijnsdorp, A.D., McConnaughey, R.A., Mazor,
T., Hilborn, R. and Collie, J.S., 2017. Global analysis of depletion and recovery of seabed biota after bottom trawling

disturbance. Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences, 114(31), pp.8301-8306.

! Pusceddu, A., Bianchelli, S., Martin, J., Puig, P., Palanques, A., Masqué¢, P. and Danovaro, R., 2014. Chronic and intensive bottom
trawling impairs deep-sea biodiversity and ecosystem functioning. Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences, 111(24), pp.8861-8866.
'2 Pauly,D.,Christensen,V.,Guénette,S. ,Pitcher,T.].,Sumaila, U.R., Walters,C.].,Watson, R.,Zeller,D.,2002. Towards sustainability in
world fisheries. Nature 418,689—695.

13 Zhang, W., Porz, L., Yilmaz, R., Wallmann, K., Spiegel, T., Neumann, A., Holtappels, M., Kasten, S., Kuhlmann, J., Ziebarth, N.
and Taylor, B., 2024. Long-term carbon storage in shelf sea sediments reduced by intensive bottom trawling. Nature Geoscience, pp.1-9.
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environmental context. Sciberras et al. (2018) conducted a meta-analysis of 122 experiments
worldwide on the effects of bottom fishing and estimated that gear passes reduced benthic
invertebrate abundance by 26% and species richness by 19%."* These global studies suggest that
impacts to habitat and carbon storage occur quickly and that benthic systems take a long time to

recover, '0:13:14

Unobserved crab mortality continues to be a high concern for the pelagic trawl fishery in Alaska due
to bottom contact and the potential lethality of the gear (NPMEC 2024). High contact rates of any
part of trawl gear can also have lasting impacts on long-lived coral and sponge populations. 1> This
interaction is especially problematic in Alaska, where sponge bycatch is 50 to 100 times higher than
off the West Coast.'® Precautionary principles necessitate the Council revise their management
approach to meaningfully address pelagic trawl bottom contact impacts. The science exists to expand
these conversations at the Council.

In summary, the Council must prioritize a definition of pelagic trawl which ensures that pelagic trawls are
not operating on the seafloor, especially in areas closed to bottom trawling. Until we have a definition
and performance standard that ensures the pelagic trawl fishery is not contacting the seafloor and data that
confirms pelagic trawl gear is not on bottom, the pelagic trawl fishery should be categorized as a mobile
bottom contact gear to ensure EFH is protected and the Council’s management goals are met.

Thank you for your consideration of our comments, and we look forward to working with you on this

critical issue.

Sincerely,
el eyl
Rebecca Robbins Gisclair Megan Williams, PhD
Sr. Director, Arctic & Northern Waters Fisheries Scientist, Arctic & Northern Waters
Ocean Conservancy Ocean Conservancy

14 Sciberras, M., Hiddink, J.G., Jennings, S., Szostek, C.L., Hughes, K.M., Kneafsey, B., Clarke, L.]., Ellis, N., Rijnsdorp, A.D.,
McConnaughey, R.A. and Hilborn, R., 2018. Response of benthic fauna to experimental bottom fishing: A global meta-analysis. Fish and
Fisheries, 19(4), pp.698-715.

5 Rooper, C.N., Wilkins, M.E., Rose, C.S. and Coon, C., 2011. Modeling the impacts of bottom trawling and the subsequent recovery
rates of sponges and corals in the Aleutian Islands, Alaska. Continental Shelf Research, 31(17), pp.1827-1834.

16 Hourigan TF, Etnoyer P], Cairns SD (2017) The State of Deep-Sea Coral and Sponge Ecosystems of the United States. NOAA
Technical Memorandum NMFS-OHC-4. Silver Spring, MD. 467 p.


https://meetings.npfmc.org/CommentReview/DownloadFile?p=518db49a-3d5a-4265-a4e2-2bf4958c9217.pdf&fileName=UFMWG%20Report.pdf

June 7, 2025

Ms. Angel Drobnica, Chair

North Pacific Fishery Management Council
1007 West 3rd Ave., Suite 400

Anchorage, Alaska 99501

Re: Addressing C3 Pelagic Trawl Gear Definition/Innovation at the NPFMC
Dear Chair Drobnica and Members of the Council,

We, the 764 undersigned fishing families, organizations, scientists, community advocates, and
Tribal organizations, write to express our concern about the routine seafloor contact occurring in
Alaska’s pelagic or “midwater” trawl fisheries, particularly within the Bering Sea and Gulf of
Alaska pollock fisheries.

“Pelagic trawl!” by universal definition refers to gear fishing mid-water, as the name implies.
However, mounting evidence, including reports from the Council’s Fishing Effects model,
independent research, and trawl industry testimony, shows that some part of this gear routinely
contacts the seafloor a significant amount of the time. Gear that makes bottom contact the
majority of the time is not mid-water, and this incorrect definition undermines habitat protections
and the sustainability and integrity of Alaska’s fisheries and management systems.

We respectfully urge the Council to take the following steps:

e Amend the definition of pelagic trawl in federal fisheries to clarify that pelagic trawl gear
does not operate on the seafloor.

e Require reliable seafloor contact monitoring tools, such as contact sensors, as a
condition of pelagic trawl use to monitor and enforce the definition, and establish a
timeline by which such tools must be in place.

e Prohibit pelagic trawl gear from being used in areas that are closed to bottom, or
non-pelagic, trawling or mobile bottom contact gears, unless it can be reliably proven, in
an enforceable manner, that the gear is not in contact with the seafloor.

We believe that trawl fisheries must be held to the same high standard of stewardship and
sustainability that defines Alaska’s broader seafood industry. Transparent enforcement, gear
accountability, and habitat protection are essential to ensuring resilient marine ecosystems and
healthy fisheries for future generations.

Thank you for your attention to this matter and your continued service to North Pacific fisheries
and communities.

Sincerely,

The Undersigned
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