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Mr. Dan Hull, Chair
North Pacific Fishery Management Council
605 W. 4th Avenue, Suite 306
Anchorage, AK 99501-2252

Dr. James Balsiger, Regional Administrator
NOAA Fisheries, Alaska Region
709 West Ninth Street
Juneau, AK 99802-1668

RE: Agenda Item D2 Observer and Electronic Monitoring Projects
Dear Chairman Hull, Dr. Balsiger and Council Members:
Thank you for taking comments on prioritization of the North Pacific Observer Program and Electronic Monitoring (EM). More observer coverage is needed in the Gulf of Alaska (GOA) trawl stratum. The GOA trawl bycatch management plan would have implemented full coverage through a catch share system, and while 100% observer coverage was widely accepted (list of public comments attached), the entire program was tabled. No solution has been introduced to alleviate the concerns that motivated discussion for a bycatch management plan, including providing mechanisms to control and reduce bycatch, and creating accountability measures when utilizing target, secondary, and Prohibited Species Catch (PSC) species.[footnoteRef:1] The Council should therefore reopen this discussion and initiate a separate management strategy for full observer coverage in the GOA trawl fleet. [1:  NPFMC meeting, October 9, 2012, D-1(a) Council Motion - GOA Trawl PSC tools] 

Fisheries throughout Alaska are managed with both target species limits and with PSC caps. The majority of those with PSC limits are monitored with 100% observer coverage to accurately identify and measure bycatch species. For example, Amendment 80 Fisheries in the Bering Sea and Aleutian Islands (BSAI) have PSC limits for Pacific halibut mortality, herring bycatch, Tanner crab (C. opilio and C. bairdi) bycatch, and red king crab bycatch; full observer coverage is part of the Amendment 80 groundfish catch share program. Amendment 80 was implemented to reduce bycatch and minimize waste by reducing discards, and required full observer coverage to collect bycatch data and monitor compliance.[footnoteRef:2] The GOA trawl fisheries have PSC limits and should have full observer coverage, however instituting a catch share program should not be the only mechanism through which 100% observer coverage is employed.  [2:  https://www.federalregister.gov/documents/2007/05/30/E7-9828/fisheries-of-the-exclusive-economic-zone-off-alaska-allocating-bering-seaaleutian-islands-fishery] 

[bookmark: _GoBack]Pacific halibut is a PSC species and its bycatch sometimes nears, reaches, or exceeds 100% of the limit. Last year the deep water species complex trawl fishery caught 96% of its PSC limit (766 metric tons of the 800 metric ton limit).[footnoteRef:3] Seasonally, the fleet caught 100% of its PSC limit during each of the first two seasons of 2017. Similarly, the shallow water species complex trawl fishery caught 101% and 100% of the halibut PSC limit in the first two seasons of the year. This highlights the critical need to monitor halibut bycatch in trawl fisheries that are managed as much based on their bycatch limits as their target catch limits to ensure the bycatch caps are being upheld. [3:  https://alaskafisheries.noaa.gov/sites/default/files/reports/car150_goa_halibut_mortality2017.pdf] 

Determining and applying discard mortality rates (DMR) to Pacific halibut in different fisheries is an important component of halibut bycatch management. A PSC limit is not managed by the amount of halibut caught but by the amount of halibut killed. To calculate the DMR, halibut need to be assessed by observers for injuries, viability, and the likelihood of survival. Collecting halibut viabilities is an important observer task, however, in 2015 NMFS recorded viabilities for only 0.2% of estimated halibut caught on sampled hauls of GOA trawl vessels.[footnoteRef:4] That means 1 halibut was assessed by an observer for every 500 caught during 2015 in GOA trawl fisheries. Of the 3,828 hauls sampled for the GOA trawl fleet in 2015, halibut viabilities were collected on 97 hauls (while halibut lengths were collected on 1,112 hauls).[footnoteRef:5] The most recent DMRs accepted for GOA pelagic trawl vessels are 100% and non-pelagic trawls between 62-84%,[footnoteRef:6] but these numbers are based on a small fraction of halibut caught in trawls, handled by fishermen, assessed by observers, and released back to the ocean. Higher observer coverage can yield more halibut data, and better DMRs could be calculated and applied to trawl fisheries to monitor PSC caps. [4:  Armstrong, J., J. Cahalan, L. Chilton, D. Evans, M. Fey, M. Furuness, J. Gasper, B. Leaman, C. Rilling, and I. Stewart. 2016. Halibut Discard Mortality Rates for the Alaska groundfish fisheries, Discussion draft, April 2016 (Agenda Item C7). NPMFC, Anchorage, AK, 46 p.]  [5:  Id.]  [6:  December 2017 NPFMC meeting agenda item C5: GOA Groundfish SAFE Report and 2018/2019 Harvest Specifications] 

Chinook salmon are another PSC species which can directly affect trawl fisheries in the GOA. Just as there are concerns over sampling a representative number of halibut, NMFS has been unsuccessful at meeting its goal of a representative sample of salmon bycatch in the GOA pollock trawl fleet.[footnoteRef:7] Potential solutions to increase salmon bycatch monitoring and decrease any possible biases from observed trips delivering to tender vessels were discussed during the October 2017 Council meeting.[footnoteRef:8] A straightforward solution is 100% observer coverage on trawl vessels delivering to tenders, an option proposed in the 2016 Observer Annual Report. Opposition to that solution argues that it is difficult to predict which trips will deliver to tenders, therefore making it difficult to know if an observer is needed for that trip and offload; a straightforward solution is 100% observer coverage on all GOA pollock trawl vessels. [7:  See Chapter 3 concerning the coverage rates for dockside monitoring and tendering activity and Chapter 5 concerning Observer Program complaints on Gulf of Alaska salmon bycatch: Alaska Fisheries Science Center and Alaska Regional Office. 2017. North Pacific Observer Program 2016 Annual Report. AFSC Processed Rep. 2017-07, 143p. AFSC, NOAA, NMFS, 7600 Sand Point Way NE, Seattle, WA 98115]  [8:  October 2017 NPFMC meeting agenda item C5: Observer issues associated with delivering to tender vessels, draft scoping paper for the Observer Advisory Committee] 

There is public support for full observer coverage of the GOA trawl fleet. During discussion of the trawl bycatch management plan, thirty companies, non-profits, vessel owner/operators, and Alaska citizens offered public comment[footnoteRef:9] in support of plan alternatives that included 100% observer coverage. Those groups include GOA coastal city councils, fishermen, conservation organizations, and Native Alaskan tribal councils. [9:  C5 GOA Trawl Bycatch Management – Discussion Paper Public Comments, June 2016 http://legistar2.granicus.com/npfmc/meetings/2016/6/939_A_North_Pacific_Council_16-06-06_Meeting_Agenda.pdf] 

Observer coverage is fundamental to effective fisheries management. More coverage yields more data which results in better management. A goal of the proposed GOA trawl bycatch management plan was to include measures for improved monitoring and reporting. Tabling the discussion of a catch-share program for the GOA trawl fleet does not remove that need and should not hinder the Council and NMFS from implementing a full coverage management strategy. 
[image: ]Sincerely,
 





Susan Murray
Deputy Vice President, Pacific
Oceana
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