November 3, 2020

North Pacific Fishery Management Council

 Alaska Board of Fish
605 W. 4th Avenue, Suite 306

Anchorage, Ak. 99501-2252

Re:  Revisions to the Fishery Management Plan for the Salmon Fisheries in the EEZ off the Coast of Alaska, November 2020.

Dear Council Members and Board of Fisheries,
My name is Jeff Fox.  I have worked for nearly 30 years for the Alaska Department of Fish and Game (ADFG) in managing commercial fisheries, retiring in 2011.   In the 21 years in Soldotna managing the commercial fishery I feel I gained a good understanding of the fishery and what is necessary to effectively manage the fishery to achieve the objectives of MSA in achieving optimum yield from the salmon stocks in this area.  Your agenda for this meeting states: 
“Salmon fishery management in the EEZ of Cook Inlet The Fishery Management Plan for the Salmon Fisheries in the EEZ off Alaska (FMP) manages the salmon fisheries in the United States Exclusive Economic Zone (EEZ; 3 nautical miles to 200 nautical miles offshore) off Alaska. In 2012, the Council comprehensively revised the FMP to comply with the recent Magnuson-Stevens Act requirements, such as annual catch limits and accountability measures, and to more clearly reflect the Council’s policy with regard to State of Alaska management authority for commercial and sport salmon fisheries in the EEZ. Now, in response to a United States Court of Appeals Ninth Circuit ruling, the Council is considering how to revise the FMP to manage the commercial salmon fishery that occurs in the EEZ waters of Cook Inlet that had been removed from Federal management with the 2012 revisions to the FMP. The Council is considering new management measures that comply with Magnuson-Stevens Act requirements for the Cook Inlet commercial salmon fishery in the EEZ, such as status determination criteria, annual catch limits, and accountability measures. Alternatives include Federal management with or without delegation of management to the State of Alaska. The Council will take final action on this issue at its December 2020 meeting”.  Ironically this agenda fails to even mention your newest alternative, Alternative 4 which closes the EEZ.  Additionally there are at least 3 misstatements in this agenda, first if the Council had “comprehensively revised the FMP to comply with the recent Magnuson-Stevens Act requirements” we would not still be discussing it today, second none of the “new management measures”  under consideration comply with MSA as stated and  third the council isn’t just talking about delegating or not delegating  the management of the EEZ to the State of Alaska, it is surrendering all authority for the entire fishery to the state which the court has already stated you can not do. It is ironic that this comprehensive revision of the Fisheries Management Plan does not have a single management action in it, well unless you close the EEZ under option 4.  
After working thru the Salmon Committee process for the last three years to create an FMP that complies with MSA and the Courts ruling, the State of Alaska, has now put forth an option (option 4) which closes the EEZ area after any chance to comment is over.  While this is not surprising given the state’s objectives under this administration to create an exclusive sport fishery in Cook Inlet, if accepted by the Council  it will be necessary to have an emergency Board of Fisheries meeting to try and alter plans to accommodate for the closure of the EEZ.  It will be quite contentious and will lead to regulations that can not provide for fisheries that harvest salmon surpluses as required under MSA.   It will not be legal nor will it allow for the management of the fisheries to meet escapement goals or optimum yield no matter how you define it under either state regulations or under MSA.  Since 1990 in each and every Board of Fisheries meeting and in several court cases, the State and ADF&G has always held that they could not manage the Cook Inlet Commercial fishery without the drift fishery fishing in the entire Central District.  Now with a Commissioner (Minnie Trump) who has never successfully managed a fishery and that ignores all staff input we see a complete reversal of this long held fact.  
The drift fishery fishing in the entire Central District is the only tool available to be used in conjunction with the Upper Cook Inlet Test Fishery to predict what size of sockeye, coho, pink and chum return is occurring prior to July 20-25.  Secondly closing the drift fishery in the EEZ eliminates approximately 90 percent of their catch on any given fishing period.   In order to make up for this “lost harvest” the drift fishery would need to fish many additional periods (9X) in the area known as the Kenai and Kasilof sections and Area 2, which will cause much displeasure from other user groups.  Lastly there are not enough days in July and August, (the entire salmon run) to fish in this restricted area to make up for the lost harvest and achieve escapement goals, especially since the state is closing much of this area each season due to Kenai River Chinook mismanagement, which has been occurring each year since 2012.  In 2012 a disaster under MSA was declared and accepted without any review from the Council or NMFS to ascertain what was causing this problem.  This problem with Chinook is still occurring with closures and restrictions to the set net fishery each year.  
Another reason the EEZ is necessary is it utilization spreads the harvest over time and allows the processing sector to process the fish without a serious glut of fish arriving at the dock all at once and overwhelming the plants.  By fishing in a fairly consistent pattern you keep the fish  moving up the inlet to their stream of origin rather than allowing them to school up somewhere in the inlet and charging to the rivers in unmanageable numbers.  Also there are 1,374 discreet salmon stocks returning to 110  first order rivers and streams in the inlet, by closing the EEZ you will be restricting the harvest to the vast majority of these  streams to levels too low to achieve Optimum Yield as required by MSA.  How many fish are in the runs that we are talking about, 200,000-300,000 Chinook, 3-5 million sockeye, 2-20 million pinks, 1 to 2 million chum salmon an up to 2 million coho.  This is not an insignificant fishery as the state’s caviler attitude would imply.  I would also like to refer you to the many comments I have made in the past 3 years regarding ADF&G’s escapement goals which you failed to review, but do not comply with MSA standards.
	Table 1.  Total number of anadromous streams by species and district

	 in Upper Cook Inlet.
	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	Northern District

	
	Chinook
	Sockeye
	Coho
	Pink
	Chum
	Total

	First Order
	36
	28
	60
	42
	23
	61

	Total
	361
	261
	809
	183
	136
	1,001

	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	Central District

	
	Chinook
	Sockeye
	Coho
	Pink
	Chum
	Total

	First Order
	10
	15
	39
	14
	20
	49

	Total
	84
	133
	281
	39
	31
	373

	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	Upper Cook Inlet Area

	
	Chinook
	Sockeye
	Coho
	Pink
	Chum
	Total

	First Order
	46
	43
	99
	56
	43
	110

	Total
	445
	394
	1,090
	222
	167
	1,374

	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	First order stream starts at salt water
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	
	
	


