AGENDA D-1(b)

FEBRUARY 2001
MEMORANDUM
TO: Council, SSC, and AP Members
ESTIMATED TIME
FROM: Chris Oliver W > 4 HOURS
Acting Executive Director (all D-1 items)

DATE: February 1, 2001

SUBJECT: Revising the TAC-setting process

ACTION REQUIRED
Approve analysis for public review.
BACKGROUND

Since 1995, the Council has considered various regulatory mechanisms to revise the procedure detailed in
the Bering Sea/Aleutian Island and Gulf of Alaska groundfish fishery management plans for setting
groundfish specifications (optimum yields, allowable biological catches, and total allowable catches). The
Council submitted Amendments 48/48 in May 1998 for Secretarial review. Those amendments would have
streamlined the annual groundfish harvest specification process; however, NMFS subsequently identified
legal and technical problems. As a result, the original concept for Amendments 48/48 was tabled in mid-
1999.

NMEFS again is attempting to develop options for revising the existing TAC specification process to respond
more effectively to the following objectives:

manage fisheries based on best available information

respond to new information or conservation concerns

comply with Congressional requirements while minimizing unnecessary disruption to fisheries
provide adequate opportunity for public review and comment

promote administrative efficiency while minimizing public confusion regarding annual specifications.

bl ol S o

NMEFS staff will present an analysis for revising the annual TAC setting process for initial review. A
previous version of the analysis was presented to the SSC in June 2000. It recommended that additional
alternatives be developed by the Groundfish Plan Teams (Item D-1(b)(1)) and for the Council to reschedule
initial review when the analysis addressed its concerns. The Teams reviewed and commented on the draft
at its November 2000 meeting (Item D-1(b)(2)). The revised initial review analysis is also included under
this agenda tab.
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Item D-1(b)(1)
June 2000 SSC minutes (excerpt)
D-1 AMEND THE TAC SETTING PROCESS

The SSCreviewed the draft EA/RIR for Amending the Process by Which TAC Specifications are Established
for Alaska Groundfish. The draft EA/RIR was presented to the SSC by Sue Salveson and Jill Stevenson
(NMFS). Public testimony was provided by Glenn Merrill (Aleutians East Borough) and Ed Richardson (At
Sea Processors).

The current TAC specification procedure is grossly inefficient. The public is asked to comment on interim
specifications that are published as a proposed rule and eventually published as a final rule, even though it
is known that this information will be outdated by the time it is published. Therefore, the TAC setting
procedure needs to be changed. The alternative TAC setting procedures offered by this EA/RIR balance the
needs of fulfilling administrative requirements under NEPA, ESA, APA, and RFA with the desire to base
TAC’s under current survey and biological information. Alternatives 2-4 eliminate problems associated with
reporting on interim TAC. The SSC questioned whether Alternatives 3 and 4 will provide sufficient “extra”
time to allow the fulfillment of administrative requirements.

The SSC believes that there are several aspects of the alternatives that need to be addressed in a revised
document. The SSC recommends the analysis be revised to address the following comments. The revised
document should be reviewed at the October meeting.

Alternative 2A (Issue proposed and final specifications based on previous year’s stock assessment surveys)
has associated benefits to the stock assessment process. The alternative has the “downside” of not utilizing
the most current survey information in the stock assessment process. In terms of meeting the public review
requirement and relaxing the often-harried pace at which the annual stocks assessments take place, this
Alternative solves certain problems associated with the status quo. Under this alternative, stock assessments
— based on the previous year’s survey and catch-age data — could be prepared earlier in the calendar year.
Conceivably, the assessments could be ready for SSC review by the April meeting, Council review by the
June meeting, with recommended TACs, public review and comment, and publication of final TACs
occurring before January 1.

While it is generally preferable to utilize the most current survey data, there are a number of reasons why
it is not necessarily disadvantageous to shift the stock assessment process as noted above and restrict the
analysis to the previous year’s data. Technically, the stock assessments would still be based on the most
recently available data since the assessments would be conducted in the spring through summer and survey
results not available until fall. The expanded timeline would allow for thorough review by all parties and
a more complete comment and response interaction between analysts and commentors than is currently
practical.

Given the current timeline, survey biomass estimates are not available until October, shortly before stock
assessment results and preliminary ABCs are given to the SSC for review. There are legitimate questions
whether this rushed use of data is warranted and whether the process would benefit from a lengthier review
and validation period. There is also a tendency to place a disproportionate amount of weight on the most
recent data points. In particular, much attention is paid to the newest recruitment estimate, which is possibly
the most poorly estimated parameter in the stock assessment model. The utility of these data increases with
time and the addition of auxiliary data. Finally, in the Gulf of Alaska and the West Coast, where surveys are
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conducted biennially or triennially, assessments have long been based on survey data collected 18-30 months
previously.

Alternative 2B (Issue proposed and final specifications based on an alternative fishing year schedule) appears
to both take advantage of the most recent survey data and relieve many of the problems currently associated
with the TAC specification process. The SSC, however, would like to see a more complete discussion about
the expected consequences of this alternative. In particular, the SSCis concerned about the following issues:

1. The impact of a revised fishing season on the stock assessment process. Presumably, the assessments
would be modified to provide biomass estimates in April or May rather than December. There is some
question as to how the models would be adapted and whether the data are amenable to this change.

2. How would these new fishing years interact with the January-December managed fisheries that impact
the groundfish fisheries such as Pacific halibut, sablefish, ADF&G managed fisheries including crab and
salmon.

3. The implications of having the high value/high volume fisheries at the end of the fishing calendar,
furthest removed from the biomass surveys.

Analysts ranked alternative 2c high in its ability to use current survey data. However, the technical
feasibility of a late-winter survey is questionable, and must be addressed in the revised document. Specific
issues include:

1. The ability to conduct a consistent and comprehensive stock assessment surveys in the Bering Sea during
the late winter months due to presence of ice and hazardous inclement weather, and;
2. The consistency of the late-winter and conventionally timed stock assessment surveys.

Here the stock’s spatial distribution and availability to a late winter surveys would be different from the
distribution and availability during historically timed stock assessment surveys. Some period of concurrent
late-winter and conventional surveys would be required to calibrate the late-winter survey in order to
maintain continuity of the stock assessment data

The SSC notes that the proposed non-discretionary procedure for determining interim TAC’s under
Alternative 3 (Interim specifications calculated from ABC, followed by proposed and final specifications)
depends on the ABC’s and TAC’s (where Council-recommended TAC’s are lower than calculated TAC’s)
set at the December Council meeting, and may not satisfy APA standards for public review and input. It was
noted in public testimony that there could be problems with area apportionments under this alternative. The
SSC suggests this be clarified in the revised document.
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Item D-1(b)(2)
November 2000 Joint Groundfish Plan Team minutes (excerpt)

TAC-setting analysis. The Plan Team recommended that the Council add two new alternatives to the
analysis:

3. Altenative 3B. Annually set specifications for 2 years, implementing the Plan Team/SSC OFL and
ABC recommendations for year 1 and the stock assessment projection to set interim OFLs and ABCs
for year 2.

The year 2 fishery would start under the OFL, ABC, TAC, and PSC projections for that year. These would
be replaced by the new assessment recommendations. The Plan Team/Council schedule for preliminary
(September/October) and final recommendations (November/December) for groundfish specifications would
continue unchanged. However, the proposed rule for the specifications and the accompanying EA/RIR/IRFA
would be available for more thorough preparation, review, and public comment during the spring, with filing
of the final rule by May/June.

The Teams noted that the Pacific Council does not incorporate the current year’s survey into its model
(because it prepares models every three years tied to triennial survey frequency). The authors determined
that not incorporating the current year’s survey may have biological impacts on the short-lived individual
stocks such as pollock and cod, but may not for longer-lived fish such as rockfish.

4. Alternative 3B, Suboption: Biannually set GOA specifications for three years, implementing the Plan
Team/SSC OFL and ABC recommendations for years 1 and 2 (based on the biennial survey results) and
the stock assessment projection of OFLs and ABCs for year 3.

The Council would implement the Plan Team OFL and ABC recommendations for years 1 and 2 (based on
the biennial survey beginning in 2001) and the stock assessment projection of OFL and ABC for year 3 (until
replaced by the new assessment recommendations). Therefore, most GOA stock assessments would be
prepared every other year. The Team may convene once instead of twice each year to review: 1) possible
assessment model changes, 2) groundfish proposals, 3) ecosystem considerations, or other issues. Some
surveys are done annually and those assessments are likely to be prepared annually (sablefish and pollock).

The Plan Teams felt that changing the time of the trawl surveys should not be considered, due to weather
hazards and possible temporal changes in fish distribution.
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Revisions to the TAC-Setting
Process
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Current TAC-Setting Process

5 :i'."

« Summer: Surveys
= September: Plan Team Meeting

m October: Proposed/interim spec
~ recommendations

= November: New information on status of
stocks

= December: Final spec recommendations
= February: Final specifications published
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Problems with Current Process

s Proposed/interim specs issued prior to
new information

= Lack of opportunity for informed
comment on final specifications

» Overharvest of interim specs (25% of
annual specs) & closures could disrupt
fishery

» High administrative costs
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Objectives

= Base management on best available info.

= Provide flexibility to respond to new info.

= Minimize unnecessary disruption to
fisheries | |

s Provide opportunity for meaningful public
comment '

' = Promote administrative efficiency
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Option Abolish TAC Reserves

Alternatives

" Status Quo

No interim specs; Proposed and final specs prior
to start of fishing year

Interim specs using nondiscretionary formula;
Proposed/final specs after December Council
meeting

Interim specs using rollover; Proposed/final
specs or interim final specs after Dec. meeting

Multi year annual spec. process
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lis 2: Proposed and Final Specs

= Publish proposed and final specs before
fishing year starts;

2A. Base specs on previous year's survey
data

2B. Delay fishing year calendar

2C. Conduct surveys earlier in calendar
year
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jigw3: Interim Specs Using Formula

DAL
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________

‘Interim TAC 2000 =

= Interim TAC = Calculated TAC using
formula or Council-recommended TAC,
whichever is lower
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ghlternative 3

= Proposed and final specs based on December
Council recommendations |

‘

s Interim PSC limits = Adjustments based on hew
abundance data; rollover of apportionments

= Proposed specs + 15-day comment period; Final
specs effective by May 1
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4: Rollover of Specs

= Interim specs = Previous year's specs

Proposed (+ comment period) and final specs issued by
May 1 - | |

-OR-

Interim Final Specs issued by May 1 followed by
comment period

= Final specs based on Dec. Council recommendations
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oL Alt. 5 Multi Year Spec.

'« 5A Base YR 1 specs and project YR 2
interim specs. on annual stock

assessment.

= 5B For species on biennial survey
schedule, base YR 1 and YR 2 specs.
and project YR 3 interim specs. on
biennial stock assessment.



, Option: Abolish TAC Reserves

= Reduces confusion regarding available
TAC

= Promotes adminjstrative efficiency

= Could be considered under all
alternatives




L Summary

®bjective | Status Quo |Alt.2 |Alt3 Alt. 4 Alt5
Use best Interim and [2A: no |Interim, Interim- |Interim,
avail. Info |Proposed- |2B & | Proposed |no Proposed
No 2C: ' |and Final- |Proposed |and Final-
Final -Yes |yes,but |Yes and Yes
(interim)
Final-Yes
Avoid No 2A: yes |Less likely |Less Less likely
disruption 2B: likely
to Fishery possible
2C: yes
Meaningful | No Yes i |Yes Yes Yes
comment |
Lowers No Yes Yes,but |Yes Yes, but
admin. not as low not as low
| costs - as others ‘| as others
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Table 2.5. Relative Ranking of Alternatives with Respect to Objectives of this Action. A score of ‘3' is highest possible ranking, a score of ‘1' is
lowest. Alternatives 2-5 are considered relative to the Status Quo. Weighted objectives have a doubled score.
Objective Alt1 Alt 2 -Proposed/final TACs prior to Alt3 Alt 4 Alt5A AltSB
(No start of fishing year Calc. rollover Multi-  Multi-
Action) Interim yr yr
TACS specs  specs
2A 2B 2C 4A 4B
Last Later Earlier Proposed/ IF 2yr 3yr
year’s | fishing year | surveys final specs
data
Is the process designed to utilize current 2! 1 22 2 3 2! 2! 2 yid
year’s surveys? What is the quality of
these surveys?
Is the process flexible enough to 2 1 2% 3 3 2! 2 2 2
maximize use of current year’s surveys
?
Process allows for effective compliance 1 2 23 3 28 2 27 3 3
with legal requirements while
minimizing disruption to fisheries
Process provides for adequate'! public 2 6 6 6 4 4 4 6 6
review & comment (weighted)
Process promotes administrative 1 2 2 2 1 2 3 2 2
efficiency .
Meets National Standards (welghted) 6 2 4 aws | -6 4 4 | .4 4
Reduces public confusion 1 3 2 3 2 3 2 2 1
Relative assessment of altcrnatives 15 17 20 21 21 19 v | u 20

TNot for interim TACs (or proposed TACS under Alt 1),

2The last quarter of the fishing year (Jan-Mar) managed on status

3This alternative would use the best avail

which are based on previous year’s survey information.
of stock information derived from stock surveys at least 20-18 months earlier.

able information but that information may not be as reliable as the historic time series based on summer surveys.
4 Interim specifications can impose artificial constraint on fisheries, especially those set at 25 % of the proposed values.




$ Changes in fishery patterns and increased seasonal apportionments of TAC and PSC likely would occur to ensure
protection of 4 gtr. ( Jan - March) roe fisheries.

$Some disraption to fisheries may occur to extent that interim TAGCs are less than final TACs or PSC limit apportionments
among seasons or fisheries differ from one year to the next. Potential fishery disruptions are minimized if a species’ TAC
= ABC. In this case, interim TACs would equal final TACs unless NMFS revises the Council’s recommended TACsin
response to public comment and review.

7The roll over of specifications from. one year to the next until superceded by final specifications could result in fishery
disruptions to the extent that the rollover specifications differ from the final specifications implemented for that fishing

year.

* Prior public comment could not be accommodated if an interim final rule is used to implement the final harvest
specifications each year. :

STAC is set on most recent survey but fature interim TAC is based upon projection from previous survey.

1TAC and interim TAC would be set on different schedules for the BSAI and most of the GOA.

1Meets 30 day public review and comment period required by APA on meaningful proposed rule.

2Does not meet Magnuson-Stevens Act Sec 301(a)(2), best scientific information available.

BDoes not meet Magnuson-Stevens Act Sec 301(a)(10), promote safety of human life at sea.
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Abstract: This draft Environmental Assessment/Regulatory Impact Review/Initial Regulatory
Flexibility Analysis (EA/RIR/IRFA) provides an analysis of alternative administrative
procedures necessary to support the annual specification of Total Allowable Catch (TAC) and
other management measures for the Alaska groundfish fisheries in the exclusive economic zones
of the Bering Sea and Aleutian Islands management area and the Gulf of Alaska. This Federal
action would amend the process by which annual specifications would be set in future years.
Objectives for the revised process include management of the Alaska groundfish fisheries based
on the best available scientific information and meaningful opportunity for useful public
comment. The action is not expected to have significant environmental, social, or economic
impacts. Annual specifications would continue to be assessed under separate EA/RIR/IRFAs
prepared each year prior to agency approval of final specifications.
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Each year, normally in November, proposed groundfish harvest specifications for the Bering Sea
and Aleutian Islands area (BSAI) and Gulf of Alaska (GOA) are published in the Federal
Register. These proposed specifications, recommended by the North Pacific Fishery
Management Council (Council) at its October meeting for the following year, list total allowable
catch (TAC), acceptable biological catch (ABC) and prohibited species catch (PSC) limits, and
apportionments thereof, based upon specifications effective for the current fishing year. Based
on public comment on the proposed specifications and information made available at the
December Council meeting, final specifications are published in the Federal Register during
February or early March. So that fishing may begin January 1, interim regulations are published
in the Federal Register in December that authorize the release of one-fourth of each proposed
TAC and apportionment thereof, one-fourth of each PSC and apportionment thereof and the first
seasonal allowance of pollock and Atka mackerel. These interim specifications are superceded
by the final specifications.

The existing annual specification process is problematic for several reasons. The public is
notified and given opportunity to comment on proposed specifications that often are outdated by
the time they are published. The publication of proposed specifications each year can confuse
the public, because incomplete and outdated information is provided due to the need to adhere to
a strict time line in order to comply with all relevant regulations. Because the interim
specifications are based on the proposed specifications, they do not take into account the
recommendations contained in the Groundfish Plan Teams’ final SAFE documents or the
recommendations coming from public testimony, the Science and Statistical Committee,
Advisory Panel, and Council at its December meeting. One fourth of the initial TAC and PSC
amounts have been found to be an inadequate amount for those fisheries that attract the greatest
amount of effort at the beginning of the fishing year. Under the current process, administrative
inefficiency exists in taking the regulatory actions necessary to set interim, proposed and final
specifications. For these reasons, NMFS seeks to revise the annual specification process.

The objectives of this action relevant to the framework for specifying annual harvest
specifications are to manage fisheries based on best available information, respond to new
information or conservation concems, comply with the Magnuson-Stevens Fishery Conservation
and Management Act (Magnuson-Stevens Act), National Environmental Policy Act (NEPA),
Endangered Species Act (ESA), and Regulatory Flexibility Act (RFA) provisions while
minimizing unnecessary disruption to fisheries, provide adequate opportunity for public review
and comment, and promote administrative efficiency while minimizing public confusion
regarding annual specifications.



The management alternatives and an option that may be considered with any alternative are:

Alternative 1. Status quo. (Publish proposed specifications, followed by interim and final
specifications)

Alternative 2: Eliminate publication of interim specifications. Issue proposed and final
specifications prior to the start of the fishing year. This alternative has three sub-
alternatives; (2) base proposed and final specifications on previous year’s survey
data, (b) delay the start of the fishing year, or (c) conduct surveys earlier in
calendar year.

Alternative 3: Issue interim specifications based on new information on status of stocks and a
non-discretionary formula, followed by publication of proposed and final
specifications based on December Council recommendations. This alternative
would use new ABC recommendations from the December Council meeting to
establish non-discretionary interim TACs.

Alternative 4: Eliminate publication of interim specifications. Rollover previous year’s
specifications during interim period. This alternative has two sub-alternatives; (a)
Rollover followed by publication of proposed and final specifications or (b)
rollover followed by publication of interim final specifications with comment
period.

Alternative 5: Establish interim and final specifications based upon multiple year stock
assessment projections. This alternative has two sub-alternatives; (a) base interim
TAC for subsequent year on annual stock assessment projection for all BSAI and
GOA groundfish fisheries or (b) for biennially surveyed target species, set TAC
biennially based on a biennial stock assessment and base interim TAC on a third
year projection from biennial stock assessments.

The Option:  Abolish TAC Reserves

Table A summarizes the potential advantages and disadvantages of each alternative in relation to
the objectives of this action. Because the majority of the alternatives have no significant
environmental impacts, it is anticipated that the preferred alternative will have no significant
environmental impacts. If an alternative is chosen that may have significant impacts, an
environmental impact statement will be prepared. NMFS concludes that any of the considered
actions could have a significant impact on a substantial number of small entities as defined under
the Regulatory Flexibility Act. Environmental impacts and socioeconomic impacts resulting from
changing fishing patterns as a result of the preferred alternative would be assessed annually in the
EA/RIR/IRFA that accompanies the final annual specifications.

At this time, a preferred alternative has not been identified. NMFS seeks public comments on
these alternatives and on the potential impacts on fishery participants and the environment.
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Table A.

Summary of Alternatives and Option Relative to the Status Quo

Alternative

Benefits

Disadvantages

Alternative 1 (Status Quo)

Process currently used eliminating the need for developing new
process, amendments, and regulatory authority.

High administrative costs.

Proposed specs are misleading.

Economic constraints on early season high value
fisheries from interim specifications.

Alternative 2 (Proposed and
final specs)

2A: Based on previous year’s
data

2B: Alter fishing year calendar
2C: Conduct surveys earlier in
year

Lowers administrative costs because no interim specs needed.

Better planning opportunity by participants because final specs out
before fishing year begins.

Opportunities for meaningful public comment on proposed specs.
No constraints on early season fisheries due to interim specifications.

2A:Best ‘available’ science ?

2B: Could disadvantage high value fisheries;
might require changes in fishing patterns and/or
Changes in seasonal apportionments, possible
environmental impacts of those changes.

2C: Safety concerns, decreased reliability of data,
increased administrative costs associated with
research.

Alternative 3
(Non-discretionary interim
specs, followed by proposed
and final specs)

Opportunities for meaningful public comment on proposed specs.
Best available science.

Lesser constraints on early season fisheries due to interim
specifications .

Lower administrative costs relative to the status quo.

Limited opportunity for comment on interim
specifications.

Administrative costs benefits may be reduced by
expense of issuing two sablefish [FQ permits in a
year for interim and final TAC.

Alternative 4
(Rollover of TACs and
PSCs)

4A: followed by proposed and
final specs

4B: followed by interim final
rule

Lowers administrative costs because no interim specs needed
Lesser constraints on early season fishery because rollover is less
restrictive than status quo interim TAC.

4A: Opportunity for meaningful public comment on proposed specs.

4B: Very low administrative costs.

Administrative costs benefits may be reduced by
expense of issuing two sablefish IFQ permits in a
year for rollover and final TAC.

4A: Higher administrative costs than 4B.

4B: Reduced opportunities for public comment to
NMFS prior to approval of final specifications.
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)

Alternative Benefits Disadvantages
Alternative 5 Second year interim TAC based upon stock assessment projection,
(Multi year TAC) better science. 5B: Different time period for setting TAC for

5A: interim TAC for second
year based on stock
assessment projection.

5B: 5A and for biennially
surveyed target species, final
TAC set for two years and
based on biennial stock
assessment and third year
interim TAC based on stock
assessment projections.

Better planning opportunity by participants because second and third
year’s interim TAC published well before fishing year begins.
Opportunities for meaningful public comment on proposed specs.
Lesser constraints on early season fisheries due to stock assessment
based second or third year interim TAC .

5B:Better planning for participants because final specs published
well before fishing year begins and covers 2 to 3 years.

Slightly lower administrative cost in two year rulemaking for
biennial species only.

Less review, writing and meetings required for biennial species for
plan teams.

some biennially surveyed species than for others,
may cause confusion.

Administrative costs benefits may be reduced by
expense of issuing two sablefish IFQ permits in a
year for interim and final TAC.

The Option
(Abolish TAC Reserves)

Lowers administrative costs.
Reduces confusion regarding available TAC.

11




1.0 PURPOSE AND NEED FOR ACTION

Under the Magnuson-Stevens Fishery Conservation and Management Act (Magnuson-Stevens
Act) of 1996, the United States has exclusive fishery management authority over all living
marine resources, except for marine mammals and birds, found within the exclusive economic
zone (EEZ) between 3 and 200 nautical miles from the baseline used to measure the territorial
sea. The management of these marine resources is vested in the Secretary of Commerce
(Secretary) and in Regional Fishery Management Councils. In the Alaska region, the North
Pacific Fishery Management Council (Council) has the responsibility to prepare fishery
management plans (FMPs) for the marine resources it finds require conservation and
management. The National Marine Fisheries Service (NMFS) is charged with carrying out the
federal mandates of the Department of Commerce with regard to marine fish. NMFS Alaska
Regional Office and Alaska Fisheries Science Center research, draft, and support the
management actions requested by the Council. '

The Magnuson-Stevens Act established that the FMPs must specify the optimum yield from each
fishery, which would provide the greatest benefit to the Nation, and must state how much of that
optimum yield can be expected to be harvested in U.S. waters. The FMPs must also specify the
level of fishing that would constitute overfishing. Using the framework of the FMPs and current
information about the marine ecosystem (stock status, natural mortality rates, and oceanographic
conditions), the Council annually recommends to the Secretary total allowable catch (TAC)
specifications and prohibited species catch (PSC) limits and/or fishery bycatch allowances based
on biological and economic determinations made by NMFS to the Secretary. Determinations of
acceptable biological catch (ABC) and overfishing level (OFL) amounts for each of the FMP
established target species or species groups accompanies recommendations of TAC
specifications and PSC limits/apportionments.

This Environmental Assessment/Regulatory Impact Review/Initial Regulatory Flexibility
Analysis (EA/RIR/IRFA) addresses the need to revise the annual specification process for setting
ABCs, TACs, and PSC limits/apportionments for the groundfish fisheries of the Bering Sea and
Aleutian Islands management area (BSAI) and the Gulf of Alaska (GOA) to reflect current data
collection and stock assessment requirements and to adequately notify the public of proposed
annual harvest specifications and other related fishery management measures.

1.1 Project Area

The groundfish fisheries occur in the North Pacific Ocean and Bering Sea in the EEZ from 50°N
to 65°N. The subject waters are divided into two management areas; the BSAI area and the
GOA. The BSAI groundfish fisheries effectively cover all the Bering Sea under U.S.
jurisdiction, extending southward to include the waters south of the Aleutian Islands west of 170°
W. longitude to the border of the U.S. EEZ. The GOA FMP applies to the U.S. EEZ of the North
Pacific Ocean, exclusive of the Bering Sea, between the eastern Aleutian Islands at 170° W.
longitude and Dixon Entrance at 132°40' W. longitude. These regions encompass those areas
directly affected by fishing, and those that are likely affected indirectly by the removal of fish at
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pearby sites. The area affected by the fisheries necessarily includes adjacent State of Alaska and
international waters. Annual specifications and fishery management measures affect groundfish
fishing throughout the BSAI and GOA management areas.

1.2 Current Specification Process

Using stock assessments prepared annually by NMFS and the Alaska Department of Fish and
Game (ADF&G), Groundfish Plan Teams (Plan Teams) calculate biomass, ABC, and OFL for
each species or species group, as appropriate, for specified management areas of the EEZ off
Alaska that are open to harvest of groundfish. In November, the Plan Teams' rationale, models,
and resulting ABC and OFL calculations are documented in the annual Stock Assessment and
Fishery Evaluation (SAFE) reports. The SAFE reports incorporate biological survey work
recently completed, any new methodologies applied to obtaining these data, and ABC and OFL
determinations that are based on the most recent stock assessments. At its December meetings,
the Council, its Advisory Panel (AP), Scientific and Statistical Committee (SSC), and the public
review the SAFE reports and make recommendations on annual specifications based on the
information about the condition of groundfish stocks in the respective fishing areas. The annual
specifications recommended by the Council for the upcoming year harvest quotas, therefore, are
based on new scientific information, including projected biomass trends, information on assumed
distribution of stock biomass, and revised technical methods used to calculate stock biomass.
SAFE reports are part of the permanent record on the fisheries.

Specification of the upcoming year harvest levels currently is a three-step process. First,
proposed ABCs, TACs, and PSCs limits' are recommended by the Council at its October
meeting and published in November in the Federal Register for public review and comment. In
October, new data on stock levels are not yet available, therefore the proposed specifications are
based on the previous year’s data.

Second, NMFS annually publishes interim specifications to manage the fisheries from January 1
until they are superceded by the final specifications. The interim specifications are based upon
the current year’s specifications in the same manner as the proposed specifications. Reserves are
subtracted from the TACs for most target species to calculate an initial TAC (ITAC) (50 CFR §
679.20(b)). Except for herring, reserves are also subtracted from PSC limits to establish the
CDQ program prohibited species quota (50 C FR § 679.21(e)(1)(i)). The TAC reserves are
generally divided between the Community Development Quota program and unspecified
reserves. It is the unspecified portion of the reserves that is proposed to be eliminated in the
option to the alternatives. See section 1.4 below for more information. The implementing
regulations, 50 CFR § 679.20(c)(2), authorize interim specifications as one-fourth of each
proposed ITAC and apportionment thereof, one-fourth of each proposed PSC allowance and the
first seasonal allowance of GOA and BSAI pollock and BSAI Atka mackerel to be in effect on

IBSAI crab and herring and GOA halibut only; BSAI PSC limits for halibut and salmon are
established in regulations.
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January 1 on an interim basis and to remain in effect until superceded by final specifications.
NMES publishes the interim specifications in the Federal Register as soon as practicable after the
October Council meeting and prior to the December meeting. Retention of sablefish with fixed
gear is not currently authorized under interim specifications. Further, existing regulations do not
provide for an interim specification for the CDQ non-trawl sablefish reserve or for an interim
specification for sablefish managed under the IFQ program.

Third, final TAC and PSC specifications are recommended by the Council at its December
meeting following completion of analysis of any new stock status information. Those TAC
specifications and PSC limits, and apportionments thereof, are recommended to the Secretary for
implementation in the upcoming fishing year. With the final specifications, most of the non-
specific reserves are released and the final TAC is increased proportionally. Currently, the final
specifications are typically implemented in mid to late February and replace the interim
specifications as soon as they are effective.

Table 1.1. Current FMP timeline for annual TAC specification and PSC limit procedure.

September | Plan Teams provide proposed groundfish ABC recommendations

October Council approves proposed groundfish specifications

November | Proposed specifications are published'
Interim specifications are published’
Plan Teams provide final groundfish ABC recommendations

December | Council approves final groundfish specifications

January Non-trawl groundfish fisheries open January 1 and traw! fisheries open January 20 with interim
specifications of 25% of proposed specifications (with several exceptions)

February Non-specific reserves released and final specifications are published?

'Publication of proposed and interim specifications can occur as late as December.
*Publication of final specifications can occur as late as March.

1.3 Why Changes to the Annual Specification Process are Being Proposed

The existing annual specification process is problematic for several reasons. Concerns have been
raised about the current process of publishing proposed specifications prior to the December
Council meeting on “outdated” information, establishing interim specifications based on
proposed specifications, and preempting public opportunity to formally comment on the
Council’s December recommendations for the upcoming year’s harvest specifications. The
public is notified and given opportunity to comment on proposed specifications that often are
outdated by the time they are published. The publication of proposed specifications each year
can confuse the public, because incomplete and possibly erroneous information is provided due
to the need to adhere to a strict timeline in order to comply with all relevant regulations. Public
comment on these specifications rarely is made due to the fact that most informed, interested
parties realize that those numbers will change, sometimes considerably, after release of the final
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SAFE rep.orts and the December Council meeting. The Federal Register publication of proposed
specifications under the existing regulatory schedule, therefore, is of limited utility.

New data from resource assessment surveys become available under different schedules for
different areas and species. Currently, the anticipated schedule is as follows:

Schedule Survey

Annual Bering Sea summer bottom trawl survey

Biennial Bering Sea summer bottom trawl slope survey (first year is 2000)

Annual Winter pollock spawning survey in Shelikof and Bogoslof

Biennial Aleutian Islands and Gulf of Alaska summer trawl surveys: 2001 GOA;
2002 Al

Biennial Acoustic surveys in Bering Sea and GOA: 2001 - GOA; 2002 - BS
pending vessel availability and West Coast hake survey conflicts

Annual GOA longline sablefish survey

Biennial BSAI longline sablefish survey, BS odd years, Al even years

Publication of meaningful proposed specifications is currently not practicable, because much of
the data necessary for calculating updated ABCs are not available until late October or later. For
the BSAI, the annual September Plan Team meeting produces final assessments for some
species, but for most, stock assessment results still are preliminary. Many assessments are
updated after summer trawl survey data become available in October. As the year progresses, the
Plan Team and the Council also acquire updated information on harvest trends. Although the
proposed and final GOA ABCs do not change as much as those for the BSAI, proposed OFLs
and ABCs are not produced for some species until the November Plan Team meeting.

In December, the Council uses the best available information from the Plan Teams and
recommendations by its SSC in recommending ABCs for each species and its Advisory Panel
(AP) in recommending TAC levels and PSC limits, allocations among fisheries for TAC level
and PSC limits, and TAC level apportionments to specific gears or seasons. Because the
biological data and harvest trends presented at the September Plan Team and Council meetings
are preliminary, they are updated at the November Plan Team meetings and December Council
meeting.

Using 1996 as an example, the difference between proposed and final TACs for the BSAI
averaged 22 percent over all species and species groups and a range of 0-200 percent change for
individual species TACs. For the GOA the difference averaged 7 percent with a range of 0-87
percent. If the public had perceived that the proposed specifications were an indication of what
the final TACs and apportionments would be, they would have been misled. Any public
comments received on the proposed rule would have very little meaning because although the
proposed ABCs, TACs and PSC limits/apportionments were based on the best available stock
assessment and harvest trends, these proposed amounts and trends would change before the start
of the upcoming fishing year. Further, it is difficult under the current timeline to develop and
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make available to the public final analyses to accompany proposed and interim specifications
prior to January 1.

Because the interim specifications are based on the proposed specifications, they do not take into
account the recommendations contained in the Plan Team’s final SAFE documents or the
recommendations coming from public testimony, the SSC, AP, and Council at its December
meeting. In addition, one fourth of the initial TAC and PSC amounts have been found to be an
inadequate amount for those fisheries that attract the greatest amount of effort at the beginning of
the fishing year’. Constraints under the 25 percent interim TACs are particularly experienced by
the Bering Sea fixed gear cod fishery, and the rock sole fishery is often constrained by the halibut
PSC limit early in the fishing year. Those fisheries that are allocated their first seasonal
allowance (from the previous year) suffer if the new seasonal allowances recommended by the
Council increase. That is, they may forego the benefits of that increase until the following year.
This is true for the pollock fishery and the Aleutian Islands Atka mackerel fishery because they
are high value fisheries that focus fishing effort early in the fishing year. Concern exists that the
current process does not provide for meaningful public comment and artificial constraints are
placed on the fishery in the interim period (which may disrupt the fishery).

1.4  Reserve TAC: The Current Process and the Need for Change

Under existing regulations, the TACs are reduced by specified percentages to establish reserves
as follows:

(1) 15 percent of the BSAI TACs for each target species and the “other species” category
(except pollock and the hook and line and pot gear allocation for sablefish);

(2) 20 percent of the GOA TAC: for pollock, Pacific cod, flatfish, and “other species”;
(3) BSAI CDQ: 20 percent of the fixed gear allocation of BSAI sablefish; 7.5 percent of
each TAC category for which a reserve is established, i.e., half the reserve established

under (1) above; 10 percent of pollock; and 7.5 percent for prohibited species.

Detailed information regarding apportionments can be found in 50 CFR §679.20 (b) and 50 CFR
§679.21 (e).

1.4.1 BSAI Groundfish Reserves

Under the American Fisheries Act (AFA), BSAI pollock is fully allocated to fishing sectors,
including CDQ, with a set-a-side for an annual incidental catch allowance. Pollock reserves no
longer are specified. The reserve for the remaining groundfish species is a portion of the total

*Harvest amounts of GOA and BSAI pollock and BSAI Atka mackerel under the interim TAC
are limited to the proposed first seasonal allowance for each species.
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allowable catch (15%) which is set aside at the beginning of the fishing (calendar) year for later
allocations. The reserve is not designated by species, and any amount of the reserve may be
apportioned to a target species (except for fixed gear allocation for sablefish, or the “other
species” category) so long as apportionments do not result in overfishing. Ten percent of the
pollock TAC is allocated to the CDQ program under the AFA, and seven and a half percent of
the remaining groundfish TACs are placed in a reserve assigned to the CDQ program. Any
reserve apportioned to Pacific cod is allocated by gear type as established in the FMP. Reserves
are scheduled to be released by the Regional Administrator on or about April 1, June 1, and
August 1. In recent years, reserves have not resulted in TAC being reapportioned from one
species to another, although nothing precludes this. For 2001, portions of the unspecified reserve
for a number of target species were released with the setting of final TAC for BSAI and GOA
(66 FR 7276, January 22, 2001).

The reserves were developed to provide flexibility to the management system when the fishery
and processing were performed entirely by foreign fleets or under the joint venture system where
American catcher vessels supplied groundfish to the foreign processors. The groundfish catch is
now entirely domestic and the reserve is structured to provide some latitude in the management
of individual TACs. Conceptually, the reserves can allow managers to increase a TAC of
groundfish up to that species’ or species group’s ABC, so long as the optimum yield for the
entire fishery of 2 million mt is not exceeded. This option has been exercised once in the years
since the effort in the groundfish fishery became entirely domestic (1991). The reserve system is
expected to provide a ‘buffer’ for the in-season management of the fisheries. However the
buffer really doesn’t slow the catch as the managers and fishermen know of the reserve and
expect to catch the entire TAC. The same effect can be accomplished by establishing a limited
directed fishing allowance (50 CFR § 679.20 (d)). Since the reserve system does not provide
significant increases in efficiency of the fishery, its effect is to increase confusion regarding
which numbers are currently available for harvest and increase the administrative burden on the
fishery managers to provide regulatory actions to add the reserve back into the TAC amounts. In
addition, the American Fisheries Act (AFA) requires the establishment of catch limits for AFA
qualified vessels which are based on a proportion of the TAC . Each time a reserve amount is
apportioned to the TAC, the AFA catch limits are required to be adjusted as well.

1.4.2 GOA Groundfish Reserves

In the Gulf of Alaska the reserve is a portion of the total allowable catch (20%) of pollock,
Pacific cod, flatfish, and other species which is set aside at the beginning of the fishing (calendar)
year for later allocations. Any reserve of pollock and Pacific cod is apportioned between inshore
and offshore sectors. Reserves are scheduled to be released by the Regional Administrator on or
about April 1, June 1, and August 1 or when NMFS determines it is appropriate. For 2001, all
reserves were released with the setting of final TAC. (66 FR 7276, January 22, 2001)

Between 1997 and 2000, reserves have only been used for Pacific cod in an effort to establish a
buffer to prevent the fishery, which occurs early in the year and incurs high catch rates, from
exceeding the directed fishing allowance established by 50 CFR § 679.20 (d). This process has
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been only marginally successful and the problem can be solved under existing, less cumbersome
regulations, by establishing a conservative directed fishing allowance. As in the BSAI,
establishing reserves not only requires additional work as the final specifications of groundfish
are established, the catch limits for vessels qualified under the American Fisheries Act must be
revised as the reserve apportionments are made which creates confusion not only as to what the
“full” TAC is, but requires the AFA vessels to revise their fishing plans in season.

1.5  Objectives of this Action

The objectives of this proposed action, changing the process for establishing annual
specifications and eliminating reserves, are to manage fisheries based on best scientific
information available, respond to new information or conservation concerns, comply with the
Magnuson-Stevens Act, NEPA, ESA, and RFA provisions while minimizing unnecessary
disruption to fisheries, provide adequate opportunity for public review and comment, and
promote administrative efficiency while minimizing public confusion regarding annual
specifications.

1.6 Related NEPA Documents

The original environmental impact statements (EISs) for the BSAI and GOA FMPs were
completed in 1981 and 1979, respectively. NMFS issued a Supplemental Environmental Impact
Statement (SEIS) on the action of TAC setting in December 1998 (NMFS 1998a) which analyzed
the impacts of groundfish fishing over a range of TAC levels (alternatives). This EA/RIR/IRFA
tiers off the broader analysis of groundfish fishing under various levels of TAC specifications
which was documented in the SEIS prepared to supplement the original EISs for the Fishery
Management Plans for the Gulf of Alaska (GOA) (NPFMC 1978) and Bering Sea and Aleutian
Islands (BSAI) (NPFMC 1981). NMFS notes that in a July 8, 1999 order, amended on July 13,
1999, the Court in Greenpeace, et al.. v. NMES. et al., Civ No. 98-0492 (W.D. Wash.) held that
the SEIS did not adequately address aspects of the GOA and BSAI groundfish fishery
management plans other than TAC setting, and therefore was insufficient in scope under
National Environmental Policy Act (NEPA). In response to the Court’s order, NMFS has
developed a draft programmatic SEIS for the GOA and BSAI groundfish fishery management
plans which become available for public review January 26, 2001. The draft SEIS is available
through the NMFS web site at http://www.fakr.noaa.gov/. Because the TAC setting process was
determined to be adequately addressed by the 1998 SEIS, NMFS believes that the discussion of
impacts and alternatives in the 1998 SEIS is directly applicable to this action to be analyzed in
this EA/RIR/IRFA. Therefore, this EA/RIR/IRFA adopts the discussion and analysis in the SEIS
(NMFS 1998a).
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1.7  Public Participation

This draft EA/RIR/IRFA has not been subject to public review. An earlier version of this draft
environmental assessment, including alternative 1-4 and the option to the alternatives, was
reviewed at the NPFMC June 2000 meeting (Agenda item D-1b) and was reviewed during the
joint Groundfish Plan Team meeting in November 2000. These meetings are open to the public.

2.0 ALTERNATIVES CONSIDERED

Alternatives 1 through 5 provide a range of actions that were considered to remedy the issues and
concerns associated with the current annual specification process, as outlined above. The option
addresses a related procedural issue; that of establishing TAC reserves. The option could be
adopted in conjunction with any of the other alternatives considered.

An additional alternative to set annual specifications through a single Federal Register notice was
also considered and rejected. Under this alternative, the Council would recommend annual
specifications in December based upon SSC and AP recommendations. NMFS would approve
and publish the annual specifications as a notice in Federal Register by the end of December.
Public review and comment on the SAFE and EA/RIR/IRFA would be possible at the Plan Team
and Council meetings. Three issues make this a nonviable alternative. The first problem is the
lack of time to complete the NEPA and RFA analyses between the December Council meeting
and before publication of the notice. The second problem is that this alternative does not provide
ample opportunity for public review and comment, one of the most important goals of revising
the annual specification process. The third possible problem is that the fishery may not open on
January 1 if the notice is not issued by then. Because of these problems, this alternative will not
be further analyzed in this document.

Alternative 1.  Status Quo (NO ACTION ALTERNATIVE).

Descriptive information about the status quo process for setting TAC specifications can be found
in the background section (Section 1.2). This alternative would continue the existing process for
setting TAC specifications for the Alaska groundfish fisheries (proposed specifications, followed
by interim and final specifications) and would not be amended to address those issues outlined in
Section 1, including the concerns raised in regard to TAC ‘reserves’.

Alternative 2:  Eliminate publication of interim specifications. Issue Proposed and Final
Specifications Prior to Start of the Fishing Year.

NMFS would publish proposed specifications based on Council recommendations with a
comment period, followed by final specifications, prior to the beginning of the fishing year. In
order to issue proposed and final specifications prior to the start of the fishing year, scheduling of
“steps” in the current process must be modified. The following three sub-alternatives explore
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changing different steps in this process that involve scientists, the Council, and fishery
participants.

Alternative 2A: Issue Proposed and Final Specifications based on previous
year’s abundance surveys

This alternative would alter the timeline of the specification process by relying on existing
“official” survey data and proposing and finalizing TAC specifications earlier in the year. Under
this alternative, NMFS would not consider “preliminary” survey data for the current year
because it would not be available in time to set the TACs for the coming season. Instead, all
TACs recommended at the beginning of the fishing year would be based on the previous year’s
“official” survey data. Under this scenario, the Council could recommend TAC:s as early as their
Spring meeting to allow for public comment and publication of final TACs before January 1.
This alternative provides for traditional public input avenues during Council meetings and
comment period on proposed specifications.

Alternative 2B: Issue Proposed and Final Specifications based on an alternate
fishing year schedule

This alternative would utilize the time line under status quo but without interim specifications
(Table 1.1); only proposed and final specifications would be published and the fishing year
would be adjusted to begin in April or May. Final specifications would be published prior to the
beginning of the fishing year. This would allow for adequate public review and comment and
would be consistent with NEPA requirements. Setting the start of the fishing year is relatively
arbitrary. Over time, fishing years have not always coincided with the calendar.

Alternative 2C: Proposed and Final Specifications Issued based on current
year survey results but conduct surveys earlier in year

This alternative would maintain the existing fishing year schedule but abundance surveys would
be conducted earlier in the year, and Council recommendations would be provided in time to
publish proposed and final specifications before January 1. This alternative would require survey
work to be conducted in late winter months. This alternative would allow for adequate public
review and comment and would provide adequate time to develop analyses prior to agency
approval for the annual specifications.

Alternative 3:  Interim Specifications calculated from ABC, followed by Proposed and
Final Specifications.

Under this alternative, NMFS would issue interim specifications by Federal Register notice after
the December Council meeting and prior to January 1, based on the following non-discretionary
formula which uses the best available information on status of the stocks that comes from the
November/December Plan Team, SSC, and Council deliberations.
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[ ABC,qyrxer/ ABC,pyy , * TAC,,,,] = Interim TAC

year x+1

Under this simple formula, interim TACs would be proportionately adjusted up or down from the
previous year’s TACs based on changes to ABCs. The interim TACs would be the lower of the
calculated TACs or the Council-recommended TACs. The interim TAC would be apportioned
into gear, season, and area allocations as specified in regulations. Table 2.1 provides regulations
and statutes that apply in setting interim TAC for GOA and BSAI target species. In addition, this
alternative would provide for sablefish CDQ and IFQ interim TACs according to the above
formula.
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Table 2.1. Existing statute or regulatory provisions that would be applied to interim TACs under
Alternative 3.
Regulatory Interim TAC and Allocations
Citation
§ § 679.20(a)(4), Sablefish for Trawl only
679.20(b)(1)(i), and | - East GOA: 5% of TAC for bycatch
679.20(c)(2), -C/W GOA: 20% of TAC
-Bering Sea: 50% of ITAC
-Aleutian Is: 25% of ITAC
§ § 679.20(a)(5), Pollock
679.20 (a)(6), TAC set using global control rule and critical habitat closures as Steller sea lion protection
679.20 (b)(2), measures
679.20(c)(2), -Bering Sea: -Steller sea lion protection measures with 2 seasonal TAC apportionments
679.22(a)(11), outside Steller sea lion conservation area (SCA) and 4 seasons inside SCA, critical habitat
679.22(b)(3) harvest limits.
Section 206(a) of -AFA sector allocations between the ICA, CDQ, C/P, MS, Inshore sectors.
AFA, Inshore Co-op allocations, inshore/offshore allocations.
-GOA: - Steller sea lion protection measures with 4 seasonal TAC apportionments.
Interim TAC include inshore/offshore allocations. -Interim TAC without reserves, but
usually released. Shelikof Strait TAC determination based on biomass.
§ § 679.20(a)(7), Pacific cod
679.20 (a)(6), TAC set using global control rule and critical habitat closures as Steller sea lion protection
679.20(b)(1)(i), measures.
679.20(b)(2), BSAI - 2 seasonal allocations, Jig gear 2%; hook & line/pot gear 51% (further allocated to
679.20(c)(2), hook-and-line catcher processors 80%, hook-and-line catcher vessels 0.3%, pot gear vessels
679.22(a) and (b) 18.3 %, vessel <60 ft LOA 1.4 %); trawl gear 47 %
- Trawl gear allocation split evenly between catcher vessels and catcher/processor vessels
- Inseason reallocation provisions among gear sectors
-Seasonal allowances for hook-&-line/pot gear allocations may be specified among following
3 periods: Jan 1 - April 30; May 1 - August 31; and Sept 1 - Dec 31
-Interim TAC is without CDQ reserves, nospecified reserves usually released.
GOA- inshore/offshore allocations, two seasonal allowances. Interim TAC without
reserves, but usually released
§§679.20 (2)(8)(i), Atka mackerel
679.20(a)(8)(ii)(A), | TAC set using global control rule and critical habitat closures as Steller sea lion protection
679.20(c)(2), and measure.
679.22(a) BSAI- Jig gear allocated up to 2 percent of TAC for Eastern AL/BS. Actual percentage
annually specified.
- Non-jig gear allocation divided equally between 2 seasons: Janl - April 15 and Sept 1 -
Dec 1
-interim TAC is without CDQ reserves, nonspecified reserves usually released.
-Critical habitat harvest restrictions for the Atka mackerel fishery in the W/C Al Districts
§§ 679.20(a)(9), Aleutian Islands shortraker/rougheye rockfish
679.20(b)(1)(i), and | -Trawl gear 70%; non-trawl gear 30%
679.20(c)(2)(1) -Interim TAC is without reserves.
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§ 679.20(2)(10), All other BSAI groundfish
679.20(b)(1)(1), and | -Interim TAC is without reserves.
679.20(c)(2)(ii)

§§ 679.20(a)(10), GOA flatfish and “other species”
679.20(b)(2), and -Interim TAC without reserves, but usually released
679.20(c)(2)G),

§8§ 679.20(a)(10), All Other GOA species
and 679.20(c)(2)(1),

§ 679.20(b) Reserves

-BSAI: With exception of pollock and non-trawl sablefish allocation, each TAC reduced by
15% for reserve. One half of reserve is apportioned to the groundfish CDQ reserve
(sablefish CDQ reserve = 20% of the fixed gear allocation). Remainder is nonspecified
reserves.

-GOA.: Reserves for pollock, Pacific cod, flatfish, and “other species” established at 20% of
respective TACs.

Interim PSC limits for crab species and herring would be established consistent with the existing
regulatory framework, based on abundance (e.g., 1 percent of Eastern Bering Sea herring
biomass for BSAI trawl operations). Any fishery and/or seasonal apportionments of these PSC
limits would roll over from the previous year to serve as interim apportionments and be adjusted
relative to any change in the PSC limit. These interim PSC limits would remain effective until
superceded by the final specifications. Under Alternative 3, the entire annual PSC limits that are
established in regulations for halibut and salmon would be available during the interim period
except that PSC apportionments among fisheries® and seasons (when applicable) would rollover
from the previous year during the interim period until replaced with final specifications on or
before May 1. This would challenge the Council to develop PSC apportionments with a
16-month period outlook.

The impacts on the environment of these interim specifications would be considered in the range
of alternatives included in the NEPA, ESA, and RFA assessments, consultations, and analyses
prepared for the previous year’s annual specifications. Non-discretionary adjustments at the
beginning of the year to accommodate new information on the status of the stocks would be
required to be within the scope of these consultations and assessments. This alternative might
require NMFS scientists to develop projections of the impacts of various harvesting scenarios
over a 16-month period (January through the following April). Relying on the previous year’s
EA presents a challenge to consider possible scenarios that the interim specifications might fall
into. In addition, a possible risk exists that new information (i.e., new environmental impacts)
would result in considerations which would not be included within the scope of the previous
year’s EA/RIR/IRFA. In this case, NMFS would need to develop, review and approve an EA to
accompany the interim specifications by January 1.

3This would include a rollover of specified non-trawl fishery exemptions from the halibut
PSC limits in the BSAI .
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Interim specifications for PSC amounts may be less flexible to accommodate new Council
recommendations on fishery or seasonal apportionments given the socioeconomic nature of
fishery bycatch allowances. Overall PSC limits either are set in regulations (BSAI Pacific halibut
and salmon) or are established annually through frameworked regulations that take into account
updated information on status of stocks (BSAI crab and herring, GOA halibut). These
frameworked limits should be able to be accommodated within the interim specification process
envisioned. That is, if abundance of crab species or herring increases, the PSC limit available in
the interim period for the upcoming year would increase accordingly, consistent with regulatory
intent. However, Council recommendations for fishery or seasonal apportionments of PSC limits
are subject to annual changes to meet various objectives that focus on optimizing groundfish
harvest under different PSC restrictions. Interim PSC apportionments would reflect those in
place the first quarter of the previous year until superceded by final specifications for the new
year. These apportionments would be adjusted proportional to changes in PSC limit effective
January 1 under interim specifications.

Interim specifications would be followed by proposed specifications (with a 15-day comment
period®) and final specifications; both based on the Council’s December recommendations. This
alternative would also reduce the public comment period on GOA halibut PSC limits to 15 days.
Any change in harvest limits in response to public comment on proposed specifications may be
implemented by NMFS without further consultation with the Council. The final specifications
would be effective on or before May 1. If final specifications were not in place on or before May
1, the fishery would not be authorized to continue. Table 2.2 illustrates the timeline under this
alternative.

Under the status quo, drafting, review, clearance, and publication in the Federal Register of
proposed annual specifications takes approximately two months since the proposed specifications
for the following year are based upon the current year’s specifications and no new survey
information. For example, the year 2000 proposed annual specifications were published
December 13, 1999, (BSAI 64 FR 69464 and GOA 64 FR 69457). Four months from the time
that the Council recommends specifications is not considered unreasonable, therefore, to publish
proposed and final specifications, and to have a 15-day comment period.

Alternative 3 allows for adequate, meaningful public comment and does not change the resource
assessment survey schedule. This alternative relies on the provision that the interim
specifications would be analyzed within the scope of the previous year’s EA/RIR/IRFA and thus
would meet legal requirements without disrupting the fishery.

“In any instance in the regulations where a 30-day comment period is referred to with respect to
annual specifications, including the comment period on the proposed halibut PSC limits and
apportionments thereof (§679.21(d)(2)), that comment period would be shortened to 15 days
under this alternative..
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Table 2.2. Timeline for setting annual TAC specifications and PSC limits under Alternative 3.
June- | Sept Oct Nov Dec Jan Feb Mar April
Aug
Data Survey Survey
Age & Biomass & ABC
length recommendations
data
Plan Team Preliminary Final
SAFE/ SAFE/ABC
model review recommend
ations
Council Council meeting: Council
Review, no action meeting:
Recommend
SSC: review of ABC/ TAC/PSC
stock assessment amounts &
models apportionments
NMFS Initiate any Begin Publish interim Fishery Publish Prepare final specs and
necessary EA/IRFA specs notice, opens proposed publish by May |
ESA based on effective Jan. 1, | under TAC specs
consultation draft ABCs | complete interim
ESAconsultation | specs
Public Welcome at | Welcome at SSC, | Welcome at | Review SAFE Comment period open on
Comment Plan team AP, & Council Plan team proposed specs for 15 days
meeting meetings meeting
NEPA Draft EA for Draft EA Final EA for
proposed TAC available current TAC
available at and future
Council meeting interim TAC
available
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Alternative 4:  Rollover of existing specifications until superceded by new specifications

This alternative would set annual specifications for a 16-month period (Jan-Dec + following year
Jan-April). The annual specifications would effectively “roll over” into the first four months of
the following year, or until replaced by new final specifications. If final specifications were not in
place on or before May 1, the fishery would not be authorized to operate. Public comment would
be taken at Plan Team meetings and Council meetings. There are no changes to the resource
assessment survey schedule. It would reduce administrative costs relative to the status quo
because no need exists for issuing interim specifications. Two options include:

Alternative 4A: Rollover of current year’s specifications on interim basis;
NMFS would publish proposed specifications with a 15-day
comment period and final specifications, following the
December Council meeting.

This alternative would implement regulations that would stipulate the rollover of the current
year’s specifications, without any Federal action needed. That is, the TACs would be set for a 16-
month period, or until superceded by final specifications. Proposed specifications would be based
on Council recommendations and would be published after the December Council meeting.
Public comment would be taken during the proposed specifications comment period and at Plan
Team meetings and Council meetings.

Alternative 4B: Rollover of current year’s specifications on interim basis;
NMFS would publish interim final specifications with a 30-day
comment period. If necessary after considering comments
received, NMFS would publish revised final specifications.

Under this alternative, NMFS would publish interim final specifications based on the Council
recommendations after the December Council meeting, accompanied by the required NEPA and
economic analyses. Public comment would be taken during interim final specification comment
period, and at Plan Team meetings and Council meetings.

Alternative 5: Use Stock Assessment Projections for multi year TAC and interim
TAC

This alternative would use stock assessment information provided by the Plan Teams and
approved by the SSC to establish OFL, ABC and TAC levels for more than one year based upon
projections from the current stock assessment. In the first year of implementing this alternative,
interim specifications would need to be issued for the following year in December and interim
specifications for the second or third year would be issued a few months later with the final
specifications in February or March. After the “start-up”, interim specifications for the following
year would be issued with final specifications for the current year. Interim TACs would be for a
full year, rather than the current interim of 25% of the annual TAC or the first seasonal allowance.
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The PSC apportionments would need to be recommended annually by the Council. If the State
and NMFS have the resources, and if the data were reliable, crab and herring interim PSC limits
would be projected based upon biomass assessments. Otherwise, interim PSC limits would be
rolled over from the previous year. The remainder of the PSC limits are specified in regulations.
(50 CFR §679.21) The two options include:

Alternative SA: For the BSAI and GOA set the annual TAC based upon the
most recent stock assessment and set interim TAC for the

following year based upon projected interim OFL and interim
ABC values

The status quo schedule for preliminary OFL, ABC and TAC recommendations by the Plan
Teams and the Council would be unchanged in this alternative. In November, the Plan Team
would recommend to the SSC, OFL and ABC for the following fishing year and interim OFL and
ABC for the second year. For example, a November 2000 Plan Team recommendation would
include OFL and ABC for the year 2001 and interim OFL and interim ABC for the year 2002.
Public comment would be taken during the proposed specifications comment period and at Plan
Team meetings and Council meetings. Final specifications would include the second year interim
TAC levels and interim PSC limits. The annual specification setting process is an annual process
with each step identified in Table 2.3
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Table 2.3. Timeline for setting annual specifications under Alternative 5A.
June- Sept Oct Nov Dec Year 1 Jan Feb March/April/
Aug May
Data biennial Survey
and Biomass & ABC
annual recommendations
Survey
Age &
length
data
Plan Team Preliminary Final SAFE/YR |
SAFE/ ABCand YR 2
model interim ABC
review recommendations
Council Council meeting: Council meeting:
Review, no action Recommend YR |
annual specs. and YR
SSC: review of 2 interim specs.
stock assessment
models
NMFS Initiate any Begin EA/IRFA Fishery opens Publish Publish final
necessary based on draft under interim proposed YR 1 | YR I annual
ESA ABCs specs, complete | annual specs specs. and YR
consultation ESA and YR 2 2 interim
consultation, interim specs annual specs.
revised draft by May 31.
NEPA/RFA
analyses
Public Welcome at Welcome at SSC, Welcome at Plan Review SAFE Cominent
Comment Plan team AP, & Council team meeting period open on
meeling meetings proposed specs
for 30 days
NEPA Draft EA available at Draft EA Final EA
Council meeting available available May
= )
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Alternative 5B: For the target species on a biennial survey schedule, set TAC

biennially and base interim TAC on a third year OFL and ABC
projection from biennial stock assessments.

Under this alternative, NMFS would set groundfish specifications for two years for the target
species on a biennial survey. The species on a biennial survey schedule include all of the target
species in the Aleutian Islands, Bering Sea sablefish, and all GOA target species, except sablefish.
The Plan Team would make a recommendation of OFL and ABC in November for the following
two years based upon the biennial survey results. The Plan Team would also recommend interim
OFL and ABC based upon projections for the following third year. Setting of annual
specifications for species on an annual survey schedule would following the procedure in
Alternative SA. Table 2.4 illustrates the timeline under this alternative for the target species with
biennial surveys.

Table 2.4. Timeline for setting biennial TAC specifications and PSC limits under Alternative 5B for
target species with biennial surveys.
Data Plan Team Council NMFS Public Comment | NEPA
Jun-Aug biennial
Survey
Age &
length data
Sept Preliminary SAFE/ Initiate any Welcome at Plan
model review necessary ESA tearn meeting
consultation
Oct Survey Council meeting: Welcome at SSC,
Biomass & Review, no action AP, & Council
ABC meetings
recommen SSC: review of
dations stock assessment
models
Nov Final SAFE/YR 1 Begin EA/IRFA Welcome at Plan
and YR 2 ABC and based on draft team meeting
YR 3 interim ABC ABCs
recommendations
Dec Recommend YR 1 Welcome at SSC, | DraftEA
and YR 2 arnual AP, & Council available at
specs.and YR 3 meetings, Review | Council meeting
interim specs SAFE
Year Fishery opens
Jan under interim
specs, complete
ESA consultation,
revised draft
NEPA/IRFA
analyses
Feb Publish proposed Comment period Revised Draft EA
YR 1and YR2 open on proposed | available
annual specs and specs for 30 days
YR 3 interim specs
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Data Plan Team Council NMFS Public Comment | NEPA
March/Ap Publish final YR 1 Final EA
ril/May and YR 2 annual available May 31
specs.and YR 3
interim annual
specs. by May 31.
Year 2 Fishery open under
Jan- Dec YR 2 annual specs.
Jun-Aug biennial
Survey
Age &
length data
Sept Preliminary SAFE/ Initiate any Welcome at Plan
model review necessary ESA team meeting
consultation
Oct Survey Council meeting: Welcome at SSC,
Biomass & Review, no action AP, & Council
ABC meetings
recommen SSC: review of
dations stock assessment
models
Nov Final SAFE/YR 3 Begin EA/IRFA Welcome at Plan
and YR 4 ABC and based on draft team meeting
YR 5 interim ABC ABCs
recommendations
Dec Recommend YR 3 Welcome at SSC, | Revised Draft EA
and YR 4 annual AP, & Council available at
specs. and YR § meetings, Review | Council meeting
interim specs SAFE
Year3 Fishery opens
Jan-May under interim
specs, complete
ESA consultation,
revised draft
NEPA/RFA
analyses
Feb Publish proposed Comment period Draft EA
YR3and YR4 open on proposed | available
annual specs and specs for 30 days
YR 5 interim specs
March/Ap Publish final YR 3 Final EA
ri/May and YR 4 annual available May 31
specs. and YR 5
interim annual
specs. by May 31.
Year 4 Fishery open under
Jan-Dec YR 4 annual specs.
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The option: Abolish TAC Reserves.

With this option, NMFS would no longer set-aside TAC reserves. CDQ TACs would be
established as a set allocation of the total TAC (i.e., 7.5 percent of each BSAI PSC limit; and 7.5
percent of most BSAI groundfish TACs except 10 percent of BSAI pollock and 20 percent of the
fixed gear sablefish allocation). This option could be implemented regardless of which alternative
is adopted to revise the current annual specification process. It would promote administrative
efficiency while minimizing public confusion regarding TAC specifications.

Summary

Each of these alternatives meets some of the objectives However, it is necessary to weight some
objectives over others. For example, legal requirements supercede the desire to improve
administrative efficiency and public participation in the annual specification process is critical.
The following table (2.5) demonstrates the ability of each alternative to fulfill the objectives of
this action set forth in Section 1.5 of this analysis.
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Table 2.5. Relative Ranking of Alternatives with Respect to Objectives of this Action. A score of ‘3' is highest possible ranking, a score of ‘I'is
lowest. Alternatives 2-5 are considered relative to the Status Quo. Weighted objectives have a doubled score.

Objective Altl Alt 2 -Proposed/final TACs prior to Alt3 Alt 4 Alt5A Alt5B
(No start of fishing year Calc. rollover Multi-  Multi-
Action) Interim yr yr
TACS specs specs
2A 2B 2C 4A 4B
Last Later Earlier Proposed/ IF 2yr 3yr
year’s fishing year | surveys final specs
data
Is the process designed to utilize current 2! 1 22 23 3 2! 2! 2 2°
year’s surveys? What is the quality of
these surveys?
Is the process flexible enough to 2! 1 22 3 3 2! 2! 2 2
maximize use of current year’s surveys
?
Process allows for effective compliance 1 2 25 3 26 27 27 3 3

with legal requirements while
minimizing disruption to fisheries

Process provides for adequate'! public 2 6 6 6 4 4 48 6 6
review & comment (weighted)

Process promotes administrative 1 2 2 2 1 2 3 2 2
efficiency

Meets National Standards (weighted) 6 21 4 21213 6 4 4 4 4
Reduces public confusion 1 3 2 3 2 3 2 2 1"
Relative assessment of alternatives 15 17 20 21 174N | 19 19 21 20

! Not for interim TACs (or proposed TACS under Alt 1), which are based on previous year’s survey information.
2The last quarter of the fishing year (Jan-Mar) managed on status of stock information derived from stock surveys at least 20-18 months earlier.
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*This alternative would use the best available information but that information may not be as reliable as the historic

time series based on summer surveys.

4 Interim specifications can impose artificial constraint on fisheries, especially those set at 25 % of the proposed values.

% Changes in fishery patterns and increased seasonal apportionments of TAC and PSC likely would occur to ensure
protection of 4™ gtr. ( Jan - March) roe fisheries.

¢ Some disruption to fisheries may occur to extent that interim TACs are less than final TACs or PSC limit apportionments
among seasons or fisheries differ from one year to the next. Potential fishery disruptions are minimized if a species’ TAC =
ABC. In this case, interim TACs would equal final TACs unless NMFS revises the Council’s recommended TACs in
response to public comment and review.

" The roll over of specifications from one year to the next until superceded by final specifications could result in fishery
disruptions to the extent that the rollover specifications differ from the final specifications implemented for that fishing
year.

¥ Prior public comment could not be accommodated if an interim final rule is used to implement the final harvest
specifications each year.

*TAC is set on most recent survey but future interim TAC is based upon projection from previous survey.

9TAC and interim TAC would be set on different schedules for the BSAI and most of the GOA.

"Meets 30 day public review and comment period required by APA on meaningful proposed rule.

12Does not meet Magnuson-Stevens Act Sec 301(a)(2), best scientific information available.

BDoes not meet Magnuson-Stevens Act Sec 301(a)(10), promote safety of human life at sea.
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3.0 AFFECTED ENVIRONMENT

The groundfish fisheries occur in the North Pacific Ocean and Bering Sea in the U.S. EEZ from 50° N
to 65°N latitude. The TAC specifications and the process by which they are established could affect
groundfish fishing throughout the BSAI and GOA management areas. The SEIS which accompanied
the 1999 groundfish TAC specifications provides a complete detailed description of the affected
environment (NMFS 1998a). Substrate is described at section 3.1.1, water column at 3.1.3, temperature
and nutrient regimes at 3.1.4, currents at 3.1.5, groundfish and their management at 3.3, marine
mammals at 3.4, seabirds at 3.5, benthic infauna and epifauna at 3.6, prohibited species at 3.7, and the
socioeconomic environment at 3.10. NMFS has also release an updated draft SEIS (NMFS 2001) for
public review and comment which is also available through the NMFS Alaska Region home page at
http://www.fakr.noaa.gov. Additionally, the current, detailed status of each target species category,
biomass estimates, and acceptable biological catch specifications are annually presented both in
summary and in detail in the annual GOA and BSAI SAFE reports. The SAFE reports for the 2001
fisheries are available through the Council’s home page at http://www.fakr.noaa.gov/npfme.

An EA is prepared pursuant to NEPA to determine whether a proposed action will result in significant
effects on the human environment. If the environmental effects of the action are determined not to be
significant based on an analysis of relevant considerations, the EA and resulting finding of no
significant impact are the final environmental documents required by NEPA. If it is concluded that the
proposal is a major Federal action significantly affecting the human environment, an environmental
impact statement must be prepared.

3.1  Overview of Status of Managed Groundfish Species

This EA cross-references and summarizes the status of the stocks information in the SAFE reports
(NPFMC 2000a for BSAI and 2000b for GOA). The BSAI and GOA Plan Teams met in November
2000 to finalize the SAFE reports and to forward ABC and OFL recommendations to the Council for
action at its December 2000 meeting. The following is a description of the latest status and Council
action for each target species in the GOA and BSAI fisheries.

3.1.1 Status of Groundfish Target Species in the Bering Sea and Aleutian Islands

Designated target groundfish species and species groups in the BSAI are walleye pollock, Pacific cod,
yellowfin sole, Greenland turbot, arrowtooth flounder, rock sole, other flatfish, flathead sole, sablefish,
Pacific ocean perch, other rockfish, Atka mackerel, squid, and other species. 2001 specifications for
the BSAI area are presented in the emergency interim rule for the implementation of Steller sea lion
protection measure and 2001 specifications for the BSAI and GOA (66 FR 7276, January 22, 2001).
For detailed life history, ecology, and fishery management information regarding groundfish stocks in
the BSAI see Section 3.3.3 of the SEIS (NMFS 1998a) and in the draft SEIS (NMFS 2001).

Walleve pollock had a large increase in projected biomass over the 1999 assessment for the Eastern
Bering Sea (EBS). The 2000 pollock assessment features data from the 2000 fishery and bottom trawl
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and echo-integration trawl surveys. The 2000 bottom trawl survey estimated a biomass of 5,140,000
mt, an increase of 44% over estimates from 1999 survey data. The 2000 echo-integration trawl survey
estimated a biomass of 3,005,000 mt, a decrease of 7% from the 1999 estimate. Exploitable biomass of
the EBS pollock stock is estimated to be 10,060,000 mt.

A model similar to the model used in 1998 was selected by the Plan Team to base its recommendations
for 2001 OFL and ABC. This model is a slightly modified version of the model used for the 2000
recommendations. The Plan Team concurred with the senior assessment author that a 2001 ABC of
1,840,000 mt for the EBS is appropriate. This is a 62% increase over the 2000 ABC. The reasons for
concurring with the author’s ABC recommendation include:

1) The model to estimate abundance and the method to recommend 2001 ABC are the same as those
used for the 1999 and 2000 ABC values.

2) Abundance has substantially increased, therefore, a substantial increase in ABC appeared reasonable
to the stock assessment author and the Plan Team. A broad distribution of ages in the population are
average strength or better, not only the strong 1996 year class. The catch will come from multiple year
classes, not a single predominant year class as occurred for some harvests in the past. Spawning
biomass is projected to stay above 35% of unfished biomass if harvesting in future years continues
based on an F,,, policy, except for a slight dip below By, in 2003. Even if biomass equals the lower
confidence bound for abundance of 5,000,000 mt, a 1,840,000 mt catch would result in an exploitation
rate of about 30%, which the senior assessment author states is considered a reasonable maximum
exploitation rate for gadid stocks.

3) Increased pollock abundance potentially provides additional prey to pollock predators. Even with the
increased ABC, additional pollock is likely to be available as prey compared to three years ago when
pollock abundance was substantially less. In addition other measures are in place to provide pollock as
prey to higher trophic level species.

The OFL set by the Plan team was 2,350,000 mt using F s, for the strategy. The SSC determined that
Fo, vield should have been used which gives an OFL of 3,536,000 mt. Model projections indicate
that the EBS walleye pollock stock is not overfished nor approaching an overfished condition.
The SSC recommended an ABC for the EBS pollock of 1,842,000 mt. The AP and Council
recommended a TAC of 1,400,000 mt.

The 2000 bottom trawl survey of the Aleutian Islands region resulted in an on-bottom pollock biomass
of 106,000 mt, an increase of 13% relative to the 1997 estimate. Anticipating that the SSC will
continue to find that Aleutian pollock qualify for management under Tier 5, the Plan Team
recommended using the 2000 survey biomass estimate as the best available estimate of biomass in 2000
and set the 2001 ABC and OFL to 23,800 mt and 31,700 mt, respectively, same as 1998 through 2000.
However, because of endangered Steller sea lion concerns, pollock is available for bycatch only in the
Aleutian Islands area, prohibiting any directed fishing for pollock during the 2001 fishery. Only
incidental catch amounts of pollock in the Aleutian Islands area can be harvested in 2001. The SSC and
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Council concurred with the Plan Team’s ABC recommendation of 23,800 mt. The AP and Council
recommended a TAC of 2,000 mt to allow for the retention of incidental catch only. As a Tier S stock,
it is not possible to determine whether Aleutian pollock is overfished or whether it is approaching
an overfished condition

The 2000 hydro acoustic survey of the Bogoslof region resulted in an exploitable biomass estimate of
301,000 mt. The stock is in Tier 5, classifying it similarly with Aleutian pollock, a stock which
generally has about the same quality of assessment information. The Plan Team recommended that the
assumptions of zero growth and zero recruitment be discontinued for Bogoslof pollock and
recommended that projected biomass be set equal to the most recent survey biomass estimate. The Plan
Team recommended 2001 ABC and OFL of 45,200 mt and 60,200, respectively. The SSC and Council
concurred with an OFL of 60,200 mt and set the ABC to 8,470 mt to account for considerations for the
entire Aleutian Basin stock. As with the Aleutian pollock, the AP and Council recommended a TAC of
1,000 mt to allow for retention of incidental catch only. As a Tier 5 stock, it is not possible to
determine whether Bogoslof pollock is overfished or whether it is approaching an overfished
condition.

Atka mackerel stock size has continued to decline with current biomass at 40% of peak estimates
made in the early 1990s. Large confidence intervals are associated with survey results for this species
over the years. The 2000 survey found very little Atka mackerel in the Eastern Aleutian Islands (EAI)
District. Previous survey biomass estimates for the EAI ranged from about 45,000 to 208,000 mt. The
2000 survey estimate for that district was 922 mt. Catch rates from commercial and research fishing
just prior to the survey indicated abundant Atka mackerel. Using the previous year’s percentages for
ABC apportionments to demonstrate the impact of that estimate, apportionments to that district are cut
by about half when the low biomass value estimated for the EAI district is incorporated into the method
for distributing the ABC. The low biomass estimate is counterintuitive. When combined with the large
confidence intervals associated with the 5 surveys occurring between 1986 and 2000, the estimate
promotes concerns that current survey methods, while appropriate for estimating groundfish biomass,
are not confidently estimating the abundance of Atka mackerel. The author recommended and the Plan
Team agreed that a weighted average of the 4 most recent survey estimates of the distribution of the
biomass should be used to calculate ABC, giving the most weight to the 2000 survey. The Plan Team
recommended that the authors develop a more sophisticated method for incorporating variability in the
assessment for the future. The SSC used a rate of F ,,, for calculating ABC.

The Plan Team recommended an ABC and OFL level of 58,700 mt and 138,000 mt, respectively. In
1994, the Atka mackerel ABC in the Aleutian Islands subarea was divided between the Western,
Central, and Eastern Aleutian districts. The stock author recommended and the Plan Team concurred
with the subarea-specific ABCs: Eastern Bering Sea and Eastern Aleutians = 6,600 mt (11.2%), Central
Aleutians = 28,500 mt (48.5%), Western Aleutians = 23,600 mt (40.2%). The SSC used a time
weighting scheme to account for measurement error and recommended ABCs of 6,600 mt, 33,600 mt,
and 27,900 mt for the Eastern, Central, and Western Aleutian Islands areas, respectively. The AP and
Council recommended that TAC be set equal to ABC amounts. Model projections indicate that this
fish is neither overfished nor approaching an overfished condition.
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