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2025 Halibut and Groundfish Seabird Working Group Report
to the North Pacific Fishery Management Council

September 12, 2025

The NMFS Alaska Groundfish and Halibut Seabird Working Group (Working Group) met
virtually from 10:00 AM to 1:00 PM AKST on May 19, 2025. This meeting included staff
from the National Marine Fisheries Service (NMFS), U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service
(USFWS), Alaska Department of Fish and Game (ADF&G), and the North Pacific Fishery
Management Council. The Working Group did not meet in 2024, therefore the 2025 meeting
covered updates from 2023 and 2024.

This report broadly summarizes 1) estimated 2023 and 2024 seabird bycatch in Federal
fisheries operating off Alaska, 2) fisheries take of Endangered Species Act (ESA) listed
seabirds and the 2021 Biological Opinion, 3) USFWS update on seabird population status and
trends in 2024, and 4) other updates from the Working Group.

Seabird Bycatch in Federal Fisheries off Alaska

Please note that all bycatch values are reported as estimates, which were extrapolated from
monitored bycatch, not direct observations. For a detailed explanation of seabird bycatch
estimation procedures, please refer to the Seabird Bycatch Estimates for Alaska Groundfish
Fisheries: 2021 report. !

The estimated seabird bycatch for the combined groundfish and halibut fisheries was 4,560 birds
in 2023 and 6,048 birds in 2024 (Table 1). Of ESA-listed seabirds, there were an estimated 2
endangered short-tailed albatross (Phoebastria albatrus) taken in the groundfish fishery in 2023.
There were no reported takes on short-tailed albatross in 2024. For the threatened spectacled
eider (Somateria fischeri), and threatened Alaska-breeding population of Steller’s eider
(Polysticta stelleri), there were no reported takes in 2023 and 2024. Under Table 1, the “other”
category is broad and includes spectacled eider and Steller’s eider, as well as other birds such as
loons and terns. For an explanation of species groupings, please refer to the Seabird Bycatch
Estimates for Alaska Groundfish Fisheries: 2021 report.>

NMFS has confirmed that none of the incidental take statements for ESA-listed seabirds have
been exceeded at this time. NMFS currently provides more information on seabird interactions

! https://repository.library.noaa.gov/view/noaa/46629
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in the Alaska Ecosystem Status Reports® for the Gulf of Alaska, Bering Sea, and Aleutian

Islands.

Table 1. Total estimated seabird bycatch in Alaska groundfish and halibut fisheries 2013 through 2024, all gear
types and fishery management plan areas combined.

OCTOBER 2025

2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019 2020 2021 2022 2023 2024
Auklets 4 107 69 29 36 102 0 0 0 4 0 23
Black-footed Albatross 444 280 355 195 717 308 215 81 343 254 99 318
Cormorant 0 0 30 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0
Gull 587 740 1,261 764 855 753 218 202 262 770 372 884
Kittiwake 3 4 12 5 22 37 18 24 13 24 21 6
Laysan Albatross 192 90 193 113 72 276 52 29 57 45 185 305
Murre 3 47 0 58 10 0 0 6 8 0 0 0
Northern Fulmar 3,195 823 3,530 5,453 4439 3356 2977 2482 1,120 2,204 1,852 3,064
Other 0 0 0 0 63 0 0 7 0 82 0
Other Alcid 0 38 0 0 0 6 6 0 0 0 0
Puffin 0 0 0 10 0 0 0 0 0 0 0
Shearwaters 253 176 386 3,413 2,101 726 5273 386 2,447 743 1,387 952
Short-tailed Albatross 0 11 0 0 0 0 0 11 0 0 0
Storm Petrels 0 0 0 0 0 177 0 0 36 48 0
Unidentified 297 78 193 301 292 222 193 386 222 428 619 458
Unidentified Albatross 32 37 0 0 0 51 19 0 0 11 38
Grand Total 5,010 2,431 6,028 10,342 8,608 6,015 8971 3,616 4,509 4,613 4,560 6,048

ESA-Listed Seabirds and Biological Opinions

ESA-listed seabirds in the Alaska Region include the endangered short-tailed albatross, the
threatened spectacled eider, and the threatened Alaska-breeding population of Steller’s eider.
Two other populations of Steller’s eider occur in waters off Alaska but only the Alaska-breeding
population is listed under the ESA.

The March 8, 2021 USFWS Biological Opinion* for Alaskan groundfish fisheries provides
incidental take statements for ESA-listed seabirds:
e The reported take should not exceed six short-tailed albatrosses in a 2-year period.
e The reported take should not exceed 25 spectacled eiders in a floating 4-year period.
e The reported take should not exceed three Steller’s eiders in a floating 4-year period.

3 https://www.fisheries.noaa.gov/alaska/ecosystems/ecosystem-status-reports-gulf-alaska-bering-sea-and-aleutian-
islands#2024-alaska-marine-ecosystem-status-reports

4U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service. Biological Opinion on the Proposed Modification of the EPA General Permit
AKG524000 for Offshore Seafood Processors in Alaska and on the NMFS Groundfish Fishery for the Gulf of
Alaska, Bering Sea, and Aleutians Islands. March 8, 2021. Consultation # 07CAAN00-2020-F-0349. USFWS
Biological Opinions can be accessed at:

https://reports.ecosphere.fws.gov/FWSPublicReports/Reports/Index ?reportname=BiologicalOpinionReport
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The February 16, 2018 USFWS Biological Opinion® for the Pacific halibut fisheries off Alaska
also provides an incidental take statement for ESA-listed short-tailed albatrosses:
e The reported take should not exceed two short-tailed albatrosses in a 2-year period.

As stated above, none of these incidental take statements for ESA-listed seabirds have
been exceeded at this time.

All injured and dead ESA-listed seabird species must be reported. In addition, the USFWS
has asked NMFS to engage with fishing vessels operating in the northern Bering Sea to help
document the occurrence of spectacled eider on the fishing grounds. The USFWS requests
vessels voluntarily report other sightings of listed eiders using the Threatened and
Endangered Bird Species Encounter and Reporting Form.®

U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service Updates on Seabird Population Status
and Trends in 2024

USFWS representatives provided an update on the status of ESA-listed seabirds in Alaska. There
were no status changes to ESA-listed seabirds in the Alaska Region. They currently include the
endangered short-tailed albatross (Phoebastria albatrus), the threatened spectacled eider
(Somateria fischeri), and the threatened Alaska-breeding population of Steller’s eider (Polysticta
stelleri). USFWS is currently in the process of a 5-year species review for the endangered short-
tailed albatrosses.

USFWS recently completed the 5-year review for the Alaska-breeding population of Steller's
eiders, in which the USFWS determined that the Alaska-breeding population of Steller's eiders
continues to meet the definition of threatened under the Endangered Species Act. The 5-year
review, along with USFWS updated Species Status Assessment, is available to the public.’

Other Updates

Monitoring

Representatives from the NMFS Alaska Regional Office and the Alaska Fishery Science Center
(AFSC) Observer Program shared information on current monitoring and data collection efforts
related to seabirds in BSAI and GOA fisheries. Of particular interest was the increasing adoption
of electronic monitoring (EM). Both the advantages and disadvantages of electronic monitoring
for collecting seabird bycatch information was discussed by the Working Group.

5U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service. Biological Opinion For the Effects of the Pacific Halibut Fisheries in Waters off
Alaska on the Endangered Short-tailed Albatross (Phoebastria albatrus). February 16, 2018. Consultation #
07CAAN00-2017-F-0358. USFWS Biological Opinions can be accessed at:
https://reports.ecosphere.fws.gov/FWSPublicReports/Reports/Index?reportname=BiologicalOpinionReport

6 https://media.fisheries.noaa.gov/dam-migration/threatened-endangered-species-encounter-report-

form2018.pdf
7 https://ecos.fws.gov/ecp/species/1475
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Seabird Sample Collection Issues

The AFSC reported that there is a lapse with the contractor that processes seabird carcasses for
the Observer Program. This will result in the Observer Program pausing fisheries observer
collection of non-ESA listed seabird carcasses. Fisheries observers will continue to collect ESA-
listed seabird carcasses. The Working Group discussed other organizations that may be able to
assist with processing the current backlog of seabird carcasses at AFSC.

Alaska Department of Fish and Game, State Wildlife Action Plan
ADF&G is undergoing a review of the 10-year State Wildlife Action Plan. Working Group
members were notified of the ability to participate in the review process for seabirds.®

Membership
The Working Group updated its membership to reflect changes in staffing that have occurred in
many agencies.

Maggie Chan (new) Doug Duncan (new)

Fisheries Management Specialist Supervisory Fisheries Management Specialist
Sustainable Fisheries Division Sustainable Fisheries Division

NOAA Fisheries, Alaska Regional Office NOAA Fisheries, Alaska Regional Office
Jennifer Spegon Elizabeth Labunski

Fish and Wildlife Biologist Seabird Biologist

Ecological Services Branch Division of Migratory Bird Management
U.S. Fish & Wildlife Service, Anchorage U.S. Fish & Wildlife Service, Anchorage
Field Office Field Office

Anastasia Maliguine (new) Jenell Larsen Tempel

Fish & Wildlife Biologist Endangered Species Biologist

Ecological Services Branch Threatened, Endangered, and Diversity
U.S. Fish & Wildlife Service, Fairbanks Field | Program

Office Alaska Department of Fish and Game
Forrest Bowers Scott Pearson, Ph.D.

Division Operations Manager Senior Research Scientist

Division of Commercial Fisheries Wildlife Science Division

Alaska Department of Fish and Game Washington Department of Fish and Wildlife
VACANT (new) VACANT (new)

AFSC Seabird Bycatch Mitigation Lead Oregon Department of Fish and Wildlife
NOAA Fisheries, Alaska Fisheries Science

Center

VACANT (new)

North Pacific Observer Program

NOAA Fisheries, Alaska Fisheries Science

Center

8 https://www.adfg.alaska.gov/index.cfm?adfg=wildlifediversity.swap
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Capacity Limitations

Members of the Working Group commonly identified constraints on resource and staff capacity
as a key limitation in their participation. Representatives from several agencies declined to
participate in the Working Group meeting this year due to capacity limitation and other
organizational priorities.

Recommendations
The Working Group recommended scheduling its next meeting in March 2026, with invitations
also circulated to interested members of the fishing industry and public.
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