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4 Probable Environmental Impacts 

Integrating electronic monitoring into the Observer Program provides a choice for specific vessels in the 

partial coverage category to use electronic monitoring instead of carrying an observer.  Electronic 

monitoring is intended to achieve the goals of the Observer Program and improve the ability to collect 

fishery-dependent data on a wider variety of vessels.  To understand the impacts of electronic monitoring 

on the human environment, we look at how integrating EM, either under Alternative 2 or 3, has the 

potential to change to impacts of the Observer Program.      

 

The analysis presented in the 2011 EA/RIR/IRFA used the best available information to analyze the 

potential environmental impacts of the restructured Observer Program and its alternatives (NMFS 2011).  

The 2011 EA/RIR/IRFA analyzed the effects of the proposed action and its alternatives on the biological, 

physical, and human environment in Section 4.3.  The 2015 SEA, in chapter 6, provided new analysis of 

the environmental impacts of the Observer Program using the new information and analysis to build on 

the analysis of the environmental impacts completed in the 2011 EA/RIR/IRFA (NMFS 2015).    

 

The Observer Program collects data necessary to support the management of the North Pacific fisheries.  

This includes monitoring harvest amounts relative to specified total allowable catches (TACs) and PSC 

limits and the collection of data that are incorporated into annual stock assessments.  The Observer 

Program provides information to monitor the effectiveness of, and compliance with, fisheries 

management decisions made through the annual harvest specifications process. 
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Note that the annual harvest specifications and PSC limits that are implemented each year through 

proposed and final rulemaking are separate and distinct actions from the restructured Observer Program.  

Those actions are informed by an environmental impact statement (EIS) and supplemental reports 

prepared annually on the TAC specifications and PSC limits, as referenced above.  Likewise, parameters 

under which the North Pacific groundfish and halibut fisheries operate (who, what, where, when), remain 

in effect.  Therefore, the effects of this action, which determine some of the parameters under which those 

fisheries are monitored, are evaluated based on the assumption that the effects of the fisheries themselves 

on the marine resources have been evaluated in separate NEPA analyses.  It is thus assumed that the 

action is implemented in conjunction with harvest limits set annually by the harvest specification process 

and according to current regulations governing fishing within the exclusive economic zone off Alaska (50 

CFR 679). 

 

Restructuring observer deployment methods allowed NMFS to redesign observer coverage requirements 

to reduce bias and improve data quality.  Improved observer data and monitoring is anticipated to 

generate better information to make in-season management and policy decisions, facilitating the 

attainment of optimum yield, and enhancing the sustained health of the resource, fishing sectors, and 

dependent communities.  The restructured Observer Program achieves these benefits predicted in the 

2011 EA/RIR/IRFA at the realized coverage rates and with the deployment methods implemented since 

2013.   Additionally, due to the implementation of a statistically reliable sampling design and estimation 

procedures in the catch accounting system (CAS), NMFS expects to realize these benefits at a realistic 

range of coverage levels resulting from variable fee revenues, effort levels, and costs (NMFS 2015). 

 

The Observer Program improves the utility of observer data by improving the ability of NMFS to deploy 

observers when and where necessary to improve the quality of observer data and allow for the 

deployment of observers and the collection of data on vessels that were not covered under the previous 

program (less than 60 ft LOA groundfish vessels and halibut vessels).   

 

The Observer Program does not increase fishing activity or change the measures currently in place to 

protect the physical and biological environment.  Overall fishing effort, including the spatial and temporal 

distribution of fishing effort, in the groundfish and halibut fisheries is not expected to change under the 

alternatives.  None of the alternatives affect how, where, and when fishing is conducted.   

 

The 2011 EA/RIR/IRFA and the 2015 SEA identified that the Observer Program that the potential to 

impact the data collected on groundfish, halibut, prohibited species, marine mammals, and seabirds (see 

Table 1).  However, no adverse impacts on these resources were anticipated from the Observer Program.  

Given that Alternatives 2 and 3 would provide an additional data collection tool under the Observer 

Program, and EM is anticipated to provide data that can be used in the CAS from vessels that currently do 

not carry observers, these alternatives would not change the Observer Program in a manner that would 

cause adverse impacts to the physical or biological environment.  No potential impacts on habitat or the 

ecosystem have been identified.  This section analyzes whether implementing EM as part of the Observer 

Program would change any of the potential impacts of the Observer Program. 
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Table 1 Resources potentially affected by the proposed action and alternatives. 

Potentially affected resource component 

Groundfish Halibut 

Prohibited & 
Ecosystem 
Component 

Species (non-
target) 

Marine 
Mammals 

Seabirds Habitat Ecosystem 
Social 
And 

economic 

Y Y Y Y Y N N Y 
N = no impact anticipated by each alternative on the component. 
Y = an impact is possible if each alternative is implemented. 

 

 

4.1 Benefits from improved observer data under the restructured 
Observer Program 

Improving data reliability was one of the primary drivers for restructuring the Observer Program.  The 

restructuring of the Observer Program expands observer coverage to fill scientific data gaps, reduce bias 

in the data, and equitably distribute costs.  The 2011 EA/RIR/IRFA identified three types of benefits from 

the restructured Observer Program— 

 

 Reducing sources of bias. 

 Reducing data gaps 

 Targeting observer coverage to address data needs. 

 

The restructured Observer Program achieves these benefits predicted in the 2011 EA/RIR/IRFA at the 

realized coverage rates and with the deployment methods implemented since 2013.  Additionally, due to 

the implementation of a statistically reliable sampling design and estimation procedures in the CAS, 

NMFS expects to realize these benefits at a range of coverage levels resulting from variable fee revenues, 

effort levels, and costs.  Integrating EM into the Observer Program would maintain these benefits of 

expanded observer coverage to fill scientific data gaps and reduce bias in the data.  Integrating EM would 

also allow the Council and NMFS to target EM coverage to address data needs.   

 

4.1.1 Reducing sources of bias 

The restructured Observer Program uses scientific methods to deploy observers.  The random sampling 

established under the restructured Observer Program addresses sampling biases that federal regulations 

built into the previous program.  The goal of sampling under the restructured program is to randomize the 

deployment of observers into fisheries to collect representative data used to estimate catch and bycatch, 

assess stock status, and determine biological parameters used in ecosystem modeling efforts and salmon 

stock-of-origin analyses (NMFS 2013).  Random sampling results in better spatial and temporal 

distribution of observer coverage across all fisheries.  This generates data that is representative of fishing 

and greatly improves our confidence in catch and bycatch estimation and the quality of data collected in 

all Federal fisheries. 

 

NMFS Alaska Region requires representative sampling method (e.g., random) to provide the unbiased 

discard information used in CAS.  Providing unbiased at-sea discard information is a critical function of 

the Observer Program.  .  The random deployment methods described in the annual deployment plans 

(ADPs) are evaluated using performance metrics described in the Annual Reports. These performance 

metrics rely on random sampling theory to evaluate whether unobserved events are similar (a basic 

premise for random sampling and assessment of deployment bias), and the degree to which sampling 
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targets were achieved. The annual review and deployment process will result in continuous improvement 

in the representativeness of observer data through scientific evaluation of the sampling plan.  

 

Under Alternatives 2 and 3, NMFS would use representative sampling methods to deploy EM on vessels 

in the EM selection pool.  This would maintain the ability to provide the unbiased discard information 

used in CAS and conduct an annual review using performance metrics. 

 

4.1.2 Reducing data gaps 

Under the restructured Observer Program, coverage was expanded to nearly all catcher/processor vessels, 

the halibut IFQ fishery, and vessels between 40 feet and 60 ft length overall (LOA).  In summary, 

restructuring dramatically reduced the proportion of trips that do not have any coverage (i.e., no observer 

data) and, compared with the previous program, improved discard estimates by using observer 

information that better represents the fishing activities across the entire federal fishing fleet.  The 

restructured Observer Program results in better spatial and temporal distribution of observer coverage 

across all fisheries.  Taken together, the improvement in data quality greatly improves our confidence in 

catch and bycatch estimation and greatly improves the quality of data collected in all Federal fisheries.   

 

Prior to 2013, vessels less than 60 ft LOA and halibut IFQ vessels were unobserved, and the new data 

from these vessels is providing important information on discards at-sea.  Species that currently present 

catch accounting and management challenges in GOA fixed-gear (hook-and-line and pot) fisheries 

include: most rockfish species, sharks, skates, Pacific cod, Pacific halibut, and sablefish.  Current TACs 

of some species, including sablefish, in the GOA groundfish fishery are already close to their ABC 

amounts.  In particular, many rockfish and skate species are of management concern because the fixed-

gear fisheries catch most of the TAC of these species and the TAC is set equal to ABC.  Sculpins and 

sharks present a management challenge because of the high discards of these species by the hook-and-line 

fisheries, and life history characteristics that make them sensitive to fishing pressure (e.g., sleeper sharks).  

In addition, the key element for seabird issues that came along with the restructured Observer Program is 

that for the first time we have fishery observers on board halibut IFQ vessels and can then monitor seabird 

interactions and calculate estimates of the seabird bycatch.  This is of particular importance for short-

tailed albatross.  

 

While the restructured Observer Program expanded observer coverage, there are still many vessels in the 

partial coverage category that are excused from observer coverage.  Vessels less than or equal to 40 ft 

LOA are in the zero selection pool and NMFS issues waivers to vessels that demonstrate that they cannot 

accommodate an observer.  Under Alternatives 2 and 3, these types of vessels could be included in the 

EM selection pool to expand the proportion of trips from which we collect data for better representation 

the fishing activities across the entire Federal fishing fleet.   

 

4.1.3 Targeting observer coverage to address data needs 

The 2011 EA/RIR/IRFA identified an additional benefit to a restructured program for fisheries with 

partial coverage, the ability for NMFS to adapt coverage to address specific data needs.  For example, the 

flexibility afforded to NMFS to deploy observers through restructuring has enabled NMFS to explore 

alternative designs for genetic Chinook salmon bycatch sampling in the GOA pollock fishery that should 

result in representative data being collected cost-effectively.  Through the annual process, the restructured 

Observer Program allows for iterative adaptation so as to make continuous improvements, rather than rely 

on fixed regulation for change (Faunce 2015). 

 

Under Alternatives 2 and 3, the Council and NMFS retain this flexibility to adapt observer coverage to 

address data needs.  Alternatives 2 and 3 would add additional flexibility to adapt EM coverage to address 
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specific data needs and collect data from vessels when observer coverage is not practicable, such as on 

vessels less than 40 ft LOA.              

 

4.2 Impacts on groundfish data and inseason management 

In the partial coverage category, most observers are deployed on trawl vessels that harvest groundfish.  

EM would not be available to trawl vessels in the partial coverage category under this action.  Observers 

are also placed on pot and hook-and-line vessels that harvest Pacific cod and hook-and-line vessels that 

harvest halibut and sablefish.  Vessels that use jig gear to harvest groundfish are in the zero coverage 

selection pool.  Alternatives 2 and 3 would make EM available to fixed-gear vessels, which include pot 

hook-and-line vessels.  The hook-and-line gear and pot catcher vessels who would participate in the EM 

selection pool participate in the directed Pacific halibut, sablefish, and Pacific cod fisheries.   

 

Alaska groundfish fishery managers use the best scientific information available to determine the status of 

each stock or stock complex.  Total catch accounting for all managed species is mandated by Magnuson-

Stevens Act and necessary to comply with statutory requirements for status determination criteria.  NMFS 

and the Council assess the status of the stocks that comprise the groundfish category in the annual Stock 

Assessment and Fishery Evaluation (SAFE) Report.  The most recent SAFE report is available on the 

Alaska Fisheries Science Center webpage at http://www.afsc.noaa.gov/Publications/assessments.htm.  

The North Pacific Fishery Management Council (Council) and its Scientific and Statistical Committee 

then use this information to establish the overfishing levels (OFLs), acceptable biological catch (ABC), 

and total allowable catch (TAC) for each stock or stock complex.  Each year, the Council recommends, 

and the Secretary of Commerce publishes, harvest specifications for the Bering Sea and Aleutian Islands 

(BSAI) and the Gulf of Alaska (GOA) groundfish fisheries. Harvest specifications establish specific 

annual limits on the harvest of groundfish used to manage the groundfish fisheries. Harvest specifications 

establish the OFL, ABC, and TAC for each stock or stock complex, and PSC limits. NMFS publishes the 

annual harvest specifications in the Federal Register and on the NMFS Alaska Region webpage at 

https://alaskafisheries.noaa.gov/harvest-specifications/field_harvest_spec_year/2016-2017-751.        

 

The Inseason Management Branch of the NMFS Alaska Region monitors the catch rate of groundfish and 

prohibited species according to the allocations and the gear, seasonal, and sector apportionments found in 

the harvest specifications.  Further description of the inseason management process is available at:  

https://alaskafisheries.noaa.gov/sites/default/files/harvestdiscussion.pdf.  

 

Each year, accounts are established in the Alaska Region’s CAS that match the annual harvest 

specification tables; these accounts are monitored by NMFS to limit catch within prescribed limits in the 

specification tables.  The system uses information from multiple data sources to provide an estimate of 

total groundfish catch, including at-sea discards, as well as estimates of PSC and other non-groundfish 

bycatch.  Currently in the partial coverage hook-and-line fisheries, NMFS uses observer data to generate 

discard rates to estimate discarded catch.  Observer data from the small catcher vessel hook-and-line fleet 

are faxed from observers in the field to staff in the observer program office in Seattle where the data are 

entered into the observer program database.  At this point, the data are integrated into the CAS and 

available for inseason management.  The data are usually available for management about 1 week after 

the trip ends. 

 

The Observer Program does not change the harvest specification process and would not change target 

species TACs.  The Council and NMFS annually determine the TACs based on the projected biomass of 

the fish species, and effective monitoring and enforcement would continue to ensure that the overall 

TACs are not exceeded.  Therefore, the alternatives only impact the amount and types of data collected, 

and the timeliness of the availability of the data to managers.    

 

http://www.afsc.noaa.gov/Publications/assessments.htm
https://alaskafisheries.noaa.gov/harvest-specifications/field_harvest_spec_year/2016-2017-751
https://alaskafisheries.noaa.gov/sites/default/files/harvestdiscussion.pdf
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NMFS needs reliable estimates of catch from all sectors of the GOA fishing fleet regardless of vessel size 

in order to properly assess groundfish stocks (target and non-target).  The critical outcome of an observer 

or an EM system is to get reliable total catch estimates for both target and non-target stocks to ensure 

overfishing is not occurring. Monitoring requires not only total catch amounts but also obtaining 

representative biological information needed for stock assessment. Representative individual lengths and 

weights in addition to otoliths and sex composition data are important to ensure that stock assessment 

models can track which segment of the population is being impacted by fisheries. The data collection 

system is continually being refined across all fisheries to ensure representatives samples and adequate 

sample sizes for stock assessment. NMFS strives to advance groundfish stock assessments to higher tier 

(greater information) when possible and as technology and fishery information allows such advancement. 

Risk of unknowingly overfishing a stock is reduced as more information is obtained. Additional 

documentation on catch reporting needs for stock assessment for the GOA hook-and-line fisheries were 

addressed in a February 2014 Alaska Fisheries Science Center memo, available at 

http://www.npfmc.org/wp-

content/PDFdocuments/conservation_issues/Observer/EM/AFSCmemo214.pdf. 

 

4.2.1 Alternative 1 

The restructured Observer Program improved the reliability of the information used to manage the 

fisheries and set harvest levels compared to the previous program.  The restructured Observer Program 

provides managers with better estimates of target and incidental harvest and bycatch, increases flexibility 

in deploying observers, and ensures harvest remain within TAC levels.  Also, observer data that reflects 

the temporal and spatial distribution of fishing effort allows fishery managers to open and close fisheries 

to more precisely meet, but not exceed, TAC levels.   

 

NMFS manages for total catch accounting.  Total catch includes retained catch and discarded catch (also 

called bycatch).  For example, NMFS collects data on rockfish catch and bycatch in the rockfish fishery 

and rockfish bycatch in the Pacific cod fisheries.  NMFS uses all of this information to estimate total 

rockfish catch by all fisheries.  The restructured Observer Program focuses on achieving representative 

samples of catch in the partial coverage category.  Observer data is then used by the CAS to estimate 

catch and bycatch.  The estimation procedures used by the CAS rely on the expansion of available 

observer data and on catch reports provided by industry.  These are combined to obtain estimates of 

retained catch, at-sea discards of groundfish species, and at-sea discards of nontarget and prohibited 

species. Additional details are provided in Chapter 3 of the 2015 SEA and Cahalan et al. (2014).  

 

Prior to 2013, the catcher vessels less than 60 ft LOA and halibut IFQ vessels were unobserved, and the 

new data from these vessels is providing important information on discarded catch, including many 

groundfish species.   

 

Despite the per-day costs being higher than anticipated in the 2011 EA/RIR/IRFA, inclusion of small 

catcher vessels and halibut IFQ vessels under the restructure Observer Program improved the 

representativeness of data compared to the previous program (see 2015 SEA Section 3.1).  These 

improvements also resulted in more nearshore data and better representation of the small catcher vessels 

and halibut IFQ fisheries in 2013 and 2014 (see 2015 SEA Section 3.2.1).   

 

One huge improvement under the new program is that for the first time, NMFS has observer data from 

which to estimate the bycatch of groundfish (e.g., skates, sharks, rockfish), invertebrates (e.g., crab and 

coral), and seabird and marine mammal interactions in the halibut fishery.  This improves NMFS’s ability 

to assess the status of each stock and estimate total catch in compliance with Magnuson-Stevens Act’s 

requirement for annual catch limits (16 U.S.C. 1853(a)(15)).  This improved data in turn allowed 

estimation to occur when it previously had not under the previous program.  These new estimates 

http://www.npfmc.org/wp-content/PDFdocuments/conservation_issues/Observer/EM/AFSCmemo214.pdf
http://www.npfmc.org/wp-content/PDFdocuments/conservation_issues/Observer/EM/AFSCmemo214.pdf
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provided important new information to stock assessment authors and inseason managers on sensitive 

species such as skates, sharks, and rockfish.  This new information raised management concerns for 

rockfish in the BSAI and skates in the GOA due to catch exceeding ABC limits because inseason 

mangers did not previously have information from which to manage these species.  Species that currently 

present catch accounting and management challenges in GOA fixed-gear fisheries include most rockfish 

species, sharks, skates, Pacific cod, Pacific halibut, and sablefish.  Current TACs of some species, 

including sablefish, in the GOA groundfish fishery are already close to their ABC amounts.  In particular, 

many rockfish and skate species are of management concern because the fixed-gear fisheries catch most 

of the TAC of these species and the TAC is set equal to ABC.  Sculpins and sharks present a management 

challenge because of the high discards of these species by the hook-and-line fisheries.  

 

Implementation of the random sampling methods for the large vessel stratum improved the 

representativeness of effort for vessels that had had observer coverage under the previous program.  This 

was apparent by observer coverage better tracking actual fishing effort through the year rather than 

deviating from effort as fishery participants chose when to carry an observer.  There were also spatial 

improvements in the trawl fishery as noted by coverage in the western GOA, which previously had 

limited coverage. 

 

The data collected since 2013 has improved NMFS’s total catch accounting and ability to make effective 

conservation and management decisions.  The restructured Observer Program provides data to managers 

from more vessels in more fisheries and in more areas, and more data enters the CAS more consistently 

throughout the season.  These facts greatly improve managers’ ability to manage catch limits and seasonal 

apportionments.  Additionally, due to the implementation of a statistically reliable sampling design and 

estimation procedures in the CAS, NMFS expects to realize these benefits at a realistic range of coverage 

levels resulting from variable fee revenues, effort levels, and costs (NMFS 2015). 

 

4.2.2 Alternative 2 

Under Alternative 2, hook-and-line and pot gear catcher vessels would be able to volunteer to carry EM 

instead of an observer.  During pre-implementation, an iterative process is being used to refine sampling 

protocols to meet catch accounting and stock assessment needs in the hook-and-line and pot gear 

fisheries. The results of the research under the pre-implementation enable evaluation of EM program 

design options and various EM integration approaches that could be used to achieve management needs, 

including species identification and timelines for data being available for management. 

 

What data on groundfish can we collect with EM? 

With the current camera technology, cameras record the catch as it comes onto the vessel.  From the 

video, we get data on the types of fish caught and the number of fish.  Much of the research during the 

four year pre-implementation period was focused on the evaluation of EM program design options and 

various EM integration approaches that could be used to achieve management needs, including species 

identification and timelines for data being available for management.   With Alternative 2, an iterative 

process would still be used through the ADP and Annual Report to refine sampling protocols for EM to 

meet catch accounting and stock assessment needs in the hook-and-line and pot gear fisheries.  

 

What groundfish data do observers collect that we can’t collect with current EM technology? 

Observers collect size, sex, length, and weight of all organisms in samples and collect, biological samples 

such as scales, tissues, age structures (otoliths), and stomachs.  Observer also may conduct special 

research projects that provide scientists with other information.  NMFS cannot collect weight data with 

current EM technology.  NMFS uses weight data to estimate biomass.  Weight data would need to be 

extrapolated from the observer data and applied to the data collected with EM. NMFS cannot collect sex 

data with current EM technology.  Data on sex ratios are useful to determine which parts of the 
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population are being affected by fisheries. This is particularly true for species (like grenadiers) where 

there are geographical or depth-related differences in the distribution of males vs. females.  Additionally, 

NMFS cannot collect biological samples with EM.  

 
4.2.2.1 Species with management concerns 

For the fisheries currently being considered for EM, species that currently present catch accounting and 

management challenges in these fisheries include: most rockfish species, sharks, skates, Pacific cod, 

Pacific halibut, and sablefish.   Table 2 provides the estimated amount of retained and discarded catch (in 

metric tons) in the hook-and-line sablefish, Pacific halibut, and Pacific cod fisheries in 2015.  Table 3 

provides an average estimated amount of retained and discarded catch (in metric tons) in the hook-and-

line sablefish, Pacific halibut, and Pacific cod fisheries from 2013 through 2015.   

 

Many of the species that are caught in the Pacific cod fisheries are not open for directed fishing and are on 

“incidental catch status” and can only be retained up to the maximum retainable amounts (MRAs) listed 

in Federal regulations at Table 10 to part 679.  If an MRA is reached, a vessel is required to discard these 

species.  Groundfish species that are open for directed fishing are:  demersal shelf rockfish in the 

Southeast of the Eastern GOA, dusky rockfish, northern rockfish, Pacific ocean perch (not commonly 

caught on hook-and-line gear), Pacific cod, and sablefish (for IFQ holders).  

 

The halibut and sablefish IFQ fisheries are prohibited from discarding Pacific cod and rockfish in most 

federal reporting areas, with the exception of area 640 where discard is allowed once the rockfish MRA is 

reached.  This requirement was intended to prevent the circumstance of discarding these species to save 

room for higher valued halibut or sablefish IFQ.  Discarded Pacific cod and rockfish would be wasteful of 

these resources because they are unlikely to survive hooking and rapid changes in depth.  The only 

exception to this prohibition occurs when NMFS closes directed fishing for these species or determines 

that these species should be treated in the same manner as prohibited species to prevent exceeding their 

TACs. 

 

Pacific cod 

Estimates of discarded catch of Pacific cod in these fisheries are critical for management because the 

TAC of Pacific cod is fully allocated by sector.  Pacific cod is open for directed fishing during the A 

(January 1 – June 10) and B (September 1 – December 31) seasons and all sectors have A and B season 

allocations.  Any catch prior to the B season is usually covered by the B season allocation.  However, a 

management concern occurs in the B season when the catch could exceed the sector allocation or even 

total TAC by all sectors.  Therefore, NMFS needs timely data to monitor the total catch (including 

discard) of Pacific cod to determine if management action is necessary. Usually, the GOA hook-and-line 

Pacific cod sectors are open until December 31.    

 

Rockfish and skates 

Rockfish and skates present a monitoring challenge since many of the species can be difficult to 

differentiate and they are managed at either the group level (e.g. Demersal Shelf Rockfish) or the species 

level (e.g. Shortraker Rockfish).  Therefore, identification of the species is important so that fish can be 

accounted for in the appropriate grouping.  In addition, many rockfish and skates species are of 

management concern because the hook-and-line fisheries catch most of the TAC of these species and the 

TAC is set equal to ABC.  Also, if catch approaches an OFL then NMFS may need to close fisheries in 

areas that catch the most of the species approaching an OFL.  Thus, NMFS needs timely data to be able to 

monitor the discards of these species in-season relative to the TAC to determine if management action is 

necessary.  Rockfish species that present less of a management challenge in these fisheries are: dusky 

rockfish, northern rockfish, and Pacific ocean perch.   
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With Alternatives 2 or 3, the Council could consider an option for full retention requirement for rockfish 

or skates while using EM.  With full retention, landed rockfish or skates could be differentiated and 

counted at the processors.  This may require additional dockside monitoring. The State requires full 

retention of all rockfish (excluding thornyhead) in some areas of the eastern Gulf of Alaska. All rockfish 

taken in excess of trip or bycatch limits must be landed, weighed, and reported on an ADF&G fish ticket. 

Demersal shelf rockfish taken in excess of the trip limit is forfeited to the State. If excess rockfish bycatch 

is sold, proceeds from the sale are surrendered to the State. The permit holder may retain excess rockfish 

bycatch for personal use; the pounds must be documented as overage on the fish ticket.   

 

NMFS requires full retention of demersal shelf rockfish in the Southeast Outside District of the GOA at 

§679.20(j).  These regulations require the operator of a catcher vessel that is required to have a Federal 

fisheries permit, or that harvests IFQ halibut with hook and line or jig gear, must retain and land all 

demersal shelf rockfish that is caught while fishing for groundfish or IFQ halibut in the SEO. When 

demersal shelf rockfish is closed to directed fishing, the operator of a catcher vessel that holds a Federal 

fisheries permit, or the manager of a shoreside processor, may sell, barter, or trade a round weight 

equivalent amount of demersal shelf rockfish that is less than or equal to 10 percent of the aggregate 

round weight equivalent of IFQ halibut and groundfish species, other than sablefish, that are landed 

during the same fishing trip.  The operator of a catcher vessel that harvests IFQ halibut or the manager of 

a shoreside processor may sell, barter, or trade a round weight equivalent amount of demersal shelf 

rockfish that is less than or equal to 1 percent of the aggregate round weight equivalent of IFQ sablefish 

that are landed during the same fishing trip. Amounts of demersal shelf rockfish retained by catcher 

vessels in excess of these limits may be put to any use, including but not limited to personal consumption 

or donation, but must not enter commerce through sale, barter, or trade. 

 

NMFS moves rockfish to PSC status when the TAC has been reached.  NMFS would need to modify the 

PSC regulations to allow full retention of rockfish in PSC status, similar to the changes made to 

implement retention of Chinook salmon in the Bering Sea pollock fishery.  Additionally, changes to 

regulations would be required to allow retained rockfish to be donated, similar to the Prohibited Species 

Donation Program.  Some issues to consider are (1) how would operators dispose of regulatory retentions; 

(2) what would happen if the fish were not donated; and (3) who would initially take possession of the 

retained rockfish? 

 

Sablefish 

Sablefish are a concern because the TACs are fully allocated under the IFQ Program.  Vessels with IFQ 

permit holders with available sablefish IFQ onboard are required to retain sablefish.  The season dates 

usually change every year for the halibut and sablefish IFQ fisheries, but are usually open around mid-

March through November 7.  Vessels without IFQ permit holders that have available IFQ onboard are 

required to discard halibut and sablefish.  This also occurs in the Pacific cod fishery.  The sablefish 

discard in the Pacific cod fishery accrues to the sablefish TAC.  If catch approaches an OFL then NMFS 

may need to close fisheries in areas that catch the most of the species approaching an OFL.  Thus, NMFS 

needs timely data to be able to monitor the sablefish discards in-season relative to the catch limits to 

determine if management action is necessary.  

 

The fixed gear sablefish TACs are fully allocated to the IFQ Program, and none of the TAC is set aside 

for sablefish caught incidentally in other fixed gear fisheries (i.e., in the Pacific cod and halibut IFQ 

fisheries).  Likewise, for the trawl gear sablefish TACs, most are closed for directed fishing using trawl 

gear and the full trawl gear sablefish TAC is fully used as there is no incidental catch allowance (ICA) for 

sablefish for the trawl fisheries.  In the Central GOA Rockfish Program, the trawl cooperatives do receive 

a sablefish allocation that is open for directed fishing.  Because there is no ICA for sablefish caught in the 

other fixed gear fisheries or the trawl fisheries, any incidental catch of sablefish must be discarded and 

accrues toward the TAC. For incidental catch of sablefish using trawl gear retention is allowed up to the 
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maximum retainable amount. At implementation of the IFQ Program, the Council believed that there 

would be enough unused TAC in the trawl fisheries to absorb incidental catches without exceeding the 

overall sablefish TAC. 

 

In the GOA, the sablefish allocations to the fixed gear sectors have been fully harvested in most years 

since implementation of the IFQ Program. As a result, incidental catches of sablefish by vessels without 

sablefish IFQ have caused sablefish harvests by the fixed gear sector to exceed the fixed gear TACs in 

some areas of the GOA in some years. In the SE Outside District, retained catch plus discards has 

exceeded the TAC in most years.  

 

The combined area TACs for fixed gear and trawl gear have generally not been exceeded since the 

implementation of the IFQ Program because the trawl allocation has not been fully harvested. However, 

in recent years trawl harvests plus discards of sablefish in the CGOA and WY districts have been 

approaching the TAC, leaving little TAC available to absorb overages from the fixed gear sector. As a 

result, the combined TAC has been exceeded in the CGOA and West Yakutat District. In the CGOA, 

trawl gear sablefish is a secondary species for the Rockfish Program cooperatives.  Although retained plus 

incidental catches have exceeded the sub-area TACs in some years, NMFS does not consider this a 

current management issue, because total catch has remained below the area-wide TACs (and ABC).  

 

Sculpins and Sharks 

Sculpins and sharks present a management challenge because of the high discards of these species by the 

small catcher vessel hook-and-line fisheries and because the TAC is specified GOA-wide.  These species 

are always on "bycatch status".  In 2013, sculpins catch was about 33% of the TAC, and sharks catch was 

about 36% of the TAC.  Since most of the sculpins and shark catch occurs in these hook-and-line 

fisheries, the ability of EM to collect data on sculpins and sharks and identify the catch to species is also 

important to inform the stock assessment.   

 

Both complexes contain a range of species with differing life history vulnerabilities. According to the 

sculpin stock assessment, vulnerability analyses indicate that the individual species in the sculpin 

complex have a wide range of vulnerabilities to overfishing (largely as a result of differences in life 

history and thus productivity), which may suggest that two or more separate sculpin complexes could be 

considered (http://www.afsc.noaa.gov/REFM/Docs/2015/GOAsculpin.pdf).  Concern exists about sleeper 

sharks, a poorly understood species. Thus, continued assessment of catch for this species is of high 

importance (https://www.afsc.noaa.gov/REFM/stocks/plan_team/GOAshark.pdf). An ongoing problem 

with sleeper shark data collection by at-sea observers is determining weights. The animals are large and 

difficult to sample; current work is underway to evaluate trends in numbers.  

 

Octopus 

NMFS presumes that the catch of octopus in the Pacific cod pot fishery might not be accurately reported.  

Many pot vessels retain octopus on board to use as bait.  If the octopus is not landed then there is a 

possibility that it is not being recorded on the fish ticket and therefore, not does not enter into the CAS. 

EM may be a solution to account for this potentially under-reported catch. 

 

Table 2. Estimated amount of retained and discarded catch (in metric tons) in the hook-and-line sablefish, 

Pacific halibut, and Pacific cod fisheries in 2015. Green highlighted rows indicate the species of 

management concern. 
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2015 
Species 

Sablefish Halibut Pacific cod 

Discarded Retained Discarded Retained Discarded Retained 

Atka mackerel 0  -    0  -    -    -    

Arrowtooth flounder 96  -    34  0  31  0  

Big skate 4  0  336  3  202  95  

Demersal shelf rockfish 2  10  2  53  -    -    

Deep-water flatfish 13  -    2  0  0  -    

Dusky Rockfish 1  0  6  1  2  1  

Flathead sole 0    -    0  -    3  -    

Halibut 415  771  5,571  6,292  28  34  

Longnose skate 107  7   473  29   47  359  

Northern rockfish 0  -    1  -    0  -    

Octopus 3  -    29  2  4  8  

Pacific cod 85  22  318  132  87  5,911  

Pollock 3  0  2  0  36  73  

Pacific ocean perch 0  -    0  0  -    0  

Rex sole -    -    0  -    0  -    

Rougheye/Blackspotted 
rockfish 42  80  32  23  -    1  

Other rockfish 16  10  69  42  7  40  

Sablefish 416  7,610  135  588  24  1  

Sculpins 11   -    171  1  99  -    

Shallow-water flatfish 2  -    5  0  4   -    

Squids -    -    0  -    -    -    

Shortraker rockfish 83  70  26  34  0  1  

Thornyhead rockfish 185  404  12  28  -     0  

Other skates 157  - 290  - 377  0  

Sharks 168  - 537  - 95  - 
 

 

Table 3. Average estimated amount of retained and discarded catch (in metric tons) in the hook-and-line 

sablefish, Pacific halibut, and Pacific cod fisheries from 2013 through 2015. Green highlighted rows 

indicate the species of management concern. 

2013 through 2015 Average  
Species 

Sablefish Halibut Pacific cod 

Discarded Retained Discarded Retained Discarded Retained 

Atka mackerel 0  -    1  -    -    -    

Arrowtooth flounder 141  0  61  0  51  0  

Big skate 5  0  387  4  269  158  

Demersal shelf rockfish 1  10  5  56  -    0  

Deep-water flatfish 12  0  2  0  0  -    

Dusky Rockfish 1  0  9  1  1  1  

Flathead sole 1  -    0  -    5  0  

Halibut 637  905  6,437  6,918  11  30  

Longnose skate 184  10  506  36  53  292  

Northern rockfish 0  0  2  0  1  0  
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2013 through 2015 Average  
Species 

Sablefish Halibut Pacific cod 

Discarded Retained Discarded Retained Discarded Retained 

Octopus 7  0  58  2  6  4  

Pacific cod 68  20  1,018  155  120  6,701  

Pollock 3  0  9  0  35  94  

Pacific ocean perch 1  -    0  0  -       0  

Rex sole 0  -    0  -    0  -    

Rougheye/Blackspotted 
rockfish 64  79  16  24  0  1  

Other rockfish 31  9  91  47  5  22  

Sablefish 379  8,236  129  619  19  1  

Sculpins 19  0  422  0  90  0  

Shallow-water flatfish 3  0  5  0  6  0  

Squids 0  -    0  -    -    -    

Shortraker rockfish 101  73  56  35  0  1  

Thornyhead rockfish 255  398  10  27  0  0  

Other skates 151  1  501  1  563  0  

Sharks 508  1  600  0  166  0  
 

4.2.3 Alternative 3 

[placeholder] 

 

4.3 Impacts on prohibited species catch data and ecosystem component 
species data in the Pacific cod pot and hook-and-line fisheries 

Prohibited species in the groundfish fisheries include Pacific salmon (Chinook, coho, sockeye, chum, and 

pink), steelhead trout, Pacific halibut, Pacific herring, king crab, and Tanner crab.  Ecosystem component 

species in the groundfish fisheries are forage fish and grenadier species.  The effects of the groundfish 

fisheries in the BSAI and GOA on prohibited species and ecosystem component species are primarily 

managed by conservation measures developed and recommended by the Council over the history of the 

FMPs for the BSAI and GOA and implemented by Federal regulation.  Information on PSC and catch of 

ecosystem component species are available on the NMFS Alaska Region webpage at 

https://alaskafisheries.noaa.gov/fisheries-catch-landings.    

 

NMFS relies on at-sea observer data to estimate PSC, including Pacific halibut and different salmon 

species, such as Chinook salmon.  When a particular PSC limit is reached, NMFS closes those directed 

fisheries that would otherwise incur additional PSC to that limit.  NMFS closes directed fisheries based 

on attainment of PSC limits per applicable regulatory requirements that detail the specific areas, fisheries, 

and sectors (i.e., gear type or management program) subject to such closures.  These measures can be 

found at 50 CFR 679.21 and include PSC limits on a year-round and seasonal basis, year-round and 

seasonal area closures, gear restrictions, and an incentive plan to reduce the incidental catch of prohibited 

species by individual fishing vessels.  Limits regulate the catch of prohibited species in Federal fisheries, 

and these limits are not affected by the restructured Observer Program or the EM alternatives. 

 

Many of the vessels with PSC are in the full coverage category (Catcher/processors and vessels that 

participate in specific catch share programs).  This category was expanded with the restructured Observer 

https://alaskafisheries.noaa.gov/fisheries-catch-landings
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Program so more vessels that catch prohibited species are in the full coverage category compared to the 

previous program, which improves the data collected on PSC.  In the partial coverage category, PSC 

limits apply to trawl vessels that harvest groundfish.  Halibut and sablefish IFQ vessels and Pacific cod 

pot vessels are not subject to PSC limits.   

 

NMFS has increased the use of PSC limits for Chinook salmon and halibut.  Observer coverage since 

2013 resulted in most PSC estimates being made specific to a target and reporting area, which is a result 

of deployment better representing fishing effort.  This means that the PSC estimates are more 

representative of actual PSC in the fisheries. 

 

In general, harvest information collected by observers, together with information from other sources, is 

used by NMFS’s in-season managers to assess PSC.  When harvest information is not timely or accurate, 

NMFS may inadvertently close fisheries after PSC levels have been reached, resulting in overharvest of 

PSC species.  Or, NMFS may inadvertently close fisheries early, resulting in an underharvest of the target 

species.  The restructured Observer Program minimizes these two cases by providing observer data 

consistently during the fishery.  While this does not necessarily represent a conservation concern for these 

species, the more observer information available to managers on a near real-time basis, the more closely 

the closures would approximate the intended PSC limits set by the Council.   

 

The Pacific cod pot and hook-and-line fisheries are required to discard halibut.  The halibut discarded in 

the Pacific cod fisheries accrues to a halibut PSC limit that if reached closes directed fishing for Pacific 

cod.  Thus, NMFS needs timely data to be able to monitor the discards of these species in-season relative 

to the catch limits to determine if management action is necessary. 

 

Halibut PSC is assessed by NMFS and provided to the IPHC. These numbers form the basis for mortality 

estimates used in the IPHC assessments. Obtaining data fishery-specific data is important to insuring 

unbiased data collection. EM is expected to provide accurate counts of halibut for non-IFQ vessels. 

Another form of halibut bycatch, wastage, is described in the proceeding section.  

 

Under Alternative 1, the restructured Observer Program collects timely and accurate bycatch data for use 

in inseason management to prevent fisheries from exceeding their PSC limit.  One of the many 

improvements from using a scientific deployment method is that observers are deployed steadily 

throughout the season.  This results in a steady input of bycatch data and decreases the variability of data 

during a season.  This improves NMFS’s ability to manage fisheries to prevent exceeding PSC limits.  

Additionally, due to the implementation of a statistically reliable sampling design and estimation 

procedures in the CAS, NMFS expects to realize these improvements in PSC estimation at a realistic 

range of coverage levels resulting from variable fee revenues, effort levels, and costs (NMFS 2015). 

 

Since Alternatives 2 and 3 would provide an EM option to a specific category of fixed-gear catcher 

vessels, these alternatives would not impact the improvements made by the Observer Program in 

providing PSC data from the majority of the groundfish fisheries.  Halibut IFQ vessels are not subject to 

PSC limits.  Sablefish IFQ vessels also are not subject to halibut PSC limits.  Sablefish IFQ vessels are 

one of the largest sources of grenadier bycatch.  Since vessels that target Pacific cod with hook-and-line 

gear that may volunteer to carry EM are subject to halibut PSC limits, EM could change the PSC data 

available for these fisheries.   

 

4.4 Impacts on Pacific halibut wastage data in the halibut fishery 

Halibut are caught and discarded in the directed halibut IFQ fishery.  The halibut IFQ fishery discards 

undersized halibut because there is as a length retention requirement of 32 inches below which fish must 

be discarded.  This halibut bycatch is called “wastage” and is estimated and accounted for by the IPHC.  
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However, there is no limit on the amount of undersized halibut that a vessel can discard in the halibut IFQ 

fishery.  The 2015 SEA in Section 3.2.2 provides an analysis of the observer coverage on vessels fishing 

for halibut IFQ under the restructured Observer Program. 

 

Within the halibut IFQ fishery, there was a large increase in observer coverage after restructuring. Prior to 

restructuring, observer information from the halibut longline fisheries was sporadic and an evaluation of 

this sector showed significant amounts of catch could originate from this sector, leading to a serious data 

gap. The new Observer Program improved the sampling frame so that the opportunity to sample catcher 

vessels increased by 51-55 percent. The expanded sampling frame also resulted in better spatial 

distribution of sampling relative to the fishery footprint. Previous analysis suggested there was poor 

coverage in nearshore areas, particularly southeastern Alaska and other nearshore areas in the Central and 

Western Gulf of Alaska.  The inclusion of small vessels and halibut IFQ vessels under the restructured 

Observer Program improved the representativeness of data compared to the previous program and 

resulted in more nearshore data and better representation of the small vessels and halibut fisheries in 2013 

and 2014 (NMFS 2015).  

 

Since 2013, observer data on halibut discards is available in the halibut IFQ fishery.  NMFS reports 

estimated halibut discarded at sea in each Observer Program Annual Report. This is important 

information for understanding the impacts of the halibut IFQ fishery on the halibut resource.  Since 2013, 

NMFS and the IPHC now have observer data from the directed halibut fishery on wastage from the 

halibut IFQ fishery.  The 2014 Annual Report contains estimates of the at-sea discard of halibut in halibut 

IFQ fishery.  According to Table 4-5 in the 2014 Annual Report, the hook-and-line catcher vessels in the 

GOA discard approximately half of the halibut they catch (8,245 mt retained and 8,038 mt discarded).  In 

the Bering Sea, roughly a third of the halibut catch is discarded (1,749 mt retained and 956 mt discarded, 

see Table 4-7 in the 2014 Annual Report).  As pointed out in the 2014 IPHC report, current observer 

coverage in the Alaska directed halibut IFQ fishery is low, and therefore estimates of wastage are of 

unknown accuracy; however, improved monitoring via increased observer coverage and/or electronic 

monitoring offer potential for improvement in these estimates (NMFS 2015).   

 

EM will enumerate halibut as categorically retained or discarded; however, obtaining average weights for 

discarded halibut will require additional investigation. The current method for calculating haul-specific 

estimates of at-sea discards of halibut in the halibut IFQ fishery may be biased because observers collect 

fish weights  from the unsorted (retained and discarded) catch.  Because there is a minimum size limit in 

the halibut IFQ fishery, smaller fish (less than 32 inches) are required to be discarded while larger fish are 

required to be retained.  Hence, basing the mean weight per fish on observer data may overestimate the 

mean weight of discarded fish and underestimate the weight of retained fish.  However, how this bias 

impacts the final discard estimates is not yet known since its likely fish are not sorted perfectly and 

vessels may be forced to discard all fish when quota is and hooks are still fishing.   

 

NMFS is preparing a document that describes Observer Program halibut data collections along with the 

catch/bycatch estimation procedures used to estimate the at-sea discard of halibut in the IFQ halibut 

fishery.  NMFS has modified sampling procedures to better account for discarded halibut and will 

evaluate solutions to properly account for the sorting behavior under the EM program.  These results will 

also be applicable to estimation under at-sea sampling scenarios.  

 

Under Alternatives 2 and 3, fixed-gear catcher vessels would be able to volunteer to carry EM instead of 

an observer, including halibut IFQ vessels.  Under either Alternative, halibut would be assessed and 

available for assessment authors as well as inseason managers. Work will continue to address the average 

weight issue for wastage in both the at-sea and EM programs.  More detail on estimation under 

Alternative 2 is provided in section 3.   
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4.5 Impacts on marine mammal data collection 

Alaska supports one of the richest assemblages of marine mammals in the world. Twenty-two species are 

present from the orders Pinnipedia (seals and sea lions), Carnivora (sea otters), and Cetacea (whales, 

dolphins, and porpoises). Some marine mammal species are resident throughout the year, while others 

migrate into or out of Alaska fisheries management areas. Marine mammals occur in diverse habitats, 

including deep oceanic waters, the continental slope, and the continental shelf.  

  

Marine mammals have been given various levels of protection under the current fishery management 

plans of the Council, and are the subjects of continuing research and monitoring to further define the 

nature and extent of fishery impacts on these species. The most recent status information is available in 

the Marine Mammal Stock Assessment Reports (SARs), available on the AFSC webpage at 

http://www.nmfs.noaa.gov/pr/sars/region.htm.  

 

The Observer Program provides better information to managers of marine mammal resources on direct 

and indirect interactions with fisheries and increased flexibility to meet management objectives.  None of 

the alternatives would change the management of the fisheries, the location of the fisheries, fishing effort, 

or the marine mammal protection measures in place.  Spatial and temporal concentration effects by these 

fisheries, vessel traffic, gear moving through the water column, or underwater sound production which 

could affect marine mammal foraging behavior, would not be affected by the proposed action. Significant 

incentives for compliance with marine mammal protection management measures, such as area closures, 

would remain in place under all of the alternatives.   

 

Observers are important sources of data for the marine mammal stock assessment reports (Muto et al 

2015) and the List of Fisheries (81 FR 20550, April 8, 2016) for compliance with the Marine Mammal 

Protection Act.  Under the restructured Observer Program, NMFS is monitoring the take of all marine 

mammals in the BSAI and GOA groundfish fisheries and deploys NMFS-trained observers on vessels per 

the ADP.   

 

NMFS’s List of Fisheries annually classifies U.S. commercial fisheries into one of three categories 

according to the level of incidental mortality or serious injury of marine mammals.  The Alaska halibut 

IFQ fishery and the Pacific cod pot fishery are Category III fisheries in 2016, meaning there is either a 

remote likelihood of or no known incidental mortality or serious injury of marine mammals in these 

fisheries.  Prior to 2013, when the restructured Observer Program included a requirement for the halibut 

IFQ vessels to carry observers, the only source of data on incidental injuries to marine mammals from that 

fishery was self-reports of any injury, incidental mortality, or serious injury of marine mammals.   

 

Vessels have to comply with existing Federal regulations protecting Steller sea lion rookeries and 

haulouts.  As the western distinct population segment of the Steller sea lion is listed as endangered under 

the Endangered Species Act, current Steller sea lion protection measures close much of the Aleutian 

Islands region to trawling up to 10 or 20 nautical miles offshore from rookeries and haulouts, with less 

restrictive no-fishing zones for hook-and-line and pot gear.   

 

In 2014, NMFS published a final EIS, biological opinion, and final rule to implement modified Steller sea 

lion protection measures (79 FR 70286, November 25, 2014).  The 2014 biological opinion included the 

following Reasonable and Prudent Measure as necessary and appropriate to minimize the impact of 

incidental take of western distinct population segment of Steller sea lions (NMFS 2014): NMFS will 

monitor the take of ESA-listed marine mammals in the BSAI groundfish fisheries.  In order for any 

incidental takes to be exempt from the prohibitions of section 9 of the ESA, NMFS must comply with the 

associated terms and conditions below, which implement the Reasonable and Prudent Measure: 

 

http://www.nmfs.noaa.gov/pr/sars/region.htm
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1. NMFS-trained observers will be deployed on vessels in these fisheries per the Observer Program’s 

Annual Deployment Plan. 

2. NMFS will use observer data to estimate the minimum mean annual mortality for each fishery. 

3. NMFS will evaluate the observer coverage to determine if changes in coverage are warranted to 

better assess take of listed marine mammals. 

 

4.5.1 Comparing Alternative 1 with Alternatives 2 and 3 

The 2016 Observer Sampling Manual explains that the role of observers under the MMPA is to conduct 

statistically reliable monitoring of fishing operations and to record information on all interactions between 

fishing operations and marine mammals (AFSC 2016).  Observers record – 

 number, marine mammal species identifications, and types of interactions with marine mammals;  

 number, species identification, length, photographs, tissue samples, and disposition (dead, 

released alive, etc) of marine mammals caught in the gear; and 

 associated marine mammal incidental take or interaction location, date and time, gear type, catch 

composition, fishing depth. 

 

The Observer Program reports mammal interactions to MML staff and estimates are made independent of 

the CAS.    

 

Under Alternative 1, NMFS is now placing observers on boats that operate closer to shore and in more 

areas that under the previous program.  As explained in the 2015 SEA, Section 3.2, the expanded 

sampling frame created by the restructured Observer Program resulted in a better special distribution of 

sampling relative to fishery footprint.  Marine mammals occur nearshore and prior to restructuring no 

observer information was collected in the inside waters of southeast Alaska, and nearshore waters in 

southeast Alaska and the Kenai Peninsula had limited to no coverage.  Now we have the ability to collect 

observer data of fishery interactions with marine mammals nearshore.  Additionally, due to the 

implementation of a statistically reliable sampling design, NMFS expects to realize these improvements 

in data on fishery interactions with marine mammals at a realistic range of coverage levels resulting from 

variable fee revenues, effort levels, and costs (NMFS 2015).   

 

From 2013 to August, 2016, observers have recorded a total of 134 trips by hook-and-line vessels less 

than 60 ft LOA with at least one marine mammal record.  Two of these records were Steller sea lions 

(Eumetopias jubatus) killed by hook-and-line gear in 2015.  One record was a live sperm whale (Physeter 

macrocephalus) entangled in gear, also in 2015.  All other records were live animal interactions with 

gear.   For the Pacific cod pot fishery, 4 dead phocid seals (likely a harbor seal) were recorded in pot gear 

in 2014. Three were on a catcher processor (166 ft LOA) and one was on a catcher vessel (58 ft LOA). 

 

Under Alternatives 2 and 3, specific types of fixed-gear vessels would be able to volunteer to carry EM 

instead of an observer, including halibut IFQ vessels.  EM use may decrease the number of observers 

deployed on fixed-gear vessels.  EM would not provide the same types of data on interactions with marine 

mammals and may decrease the gains made in collecting data on marine mammal interactions in the 

fishery.  Much of the information collected by observers would no longer be available for vessels that 

volunteer for EM selection.    

 

Under Alternatives 2 and 3, cameras would be able to record dead animals coming on board the vessel, 

but would be unable to record animals that fell off the gear prior to coming on board or being entangled in 

gear (1 in each of the following years: 2013, 2014, 2015, 2016).  No marine mammal interactions with 
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gear have been recorded in the EM data collected during pre-implementation.  Therefore, there is no data 

on the ability to identify marine mammal species with EM.  

 

Additionally, marine mammal interactions with hook-and-line gear are an important and growing issue in 

the assessment of sablefish catch. Killer whales (Orcinus orca) and sperm whales are both known to 

remove sablefish from longline gear (depredation). Historically this mortality is poorly accounted for in 

total catch estimates, with counts only occurring if whale damaged sabelfish remains on a hook and is 

counted within an observers sampling period (i.e., “tally period”). However, depredation often occurs 

prior to hauling the longline onboard, with whales feeding on sablefish on a submerged line that cannot be 

observed. This additional source of unaccounted sablefish mortality reduces catch rates, underestimates 

mortality, and decreases the accuracy of stock assessments that, in turn, influences management advice.  

 

Review of the Alaska Sablefish Assessment by the Center for Independent Experts (CIE 2016) 

highlighted whale depredation as an issue, indicating that adjustments for depredation should be applied 

to catches. Currently, at-sea observer information is the primary source of information available 

documenting whale interactions with gear.  At-sea observers record sets where considerable whale 

depredation occurs based on visual evidence of whales diving on gear and feeding on catch, and/or there 

is a sudden drop in catch rates while whales are present (AFSC 2016). In absence of at-sea observer data, 

logbooks are another source of information on whale depredation; however, this is an unverified source of 

information for interactions. 

 

Under Alternatives 2 and 3, EM would provide information on whale interactions only when damaged 

fish remained on the hook and were visually examined by a video reviewer. Some examples include 

hooks containing only lips or heads, or fish with whale bite marks. However, this would be an incomplete 

accounting of depredation since fish are removed from a hook and cannot be viewed.  Thus, EM would 

reduce the amount of information available on this important issue, and depredation data would 

instead need to be collected from unverified logbooks and from vessels subject to observer 

coverage.  Whale interactions are relatively infrequent and clustered events.  The quality of information 

available to assess depredation would decrease as the size of the EM pool increased, assuming that future 

EM methods were not developed that allowed assessment of whale interactions. Given the methodology 

to account for this additional mortality in the sablefish stock assessment model is still underdevelopment, 

the impact from this action on that effort is uncertain.  

 

4.6 Impacts on seabird data collection 

Alaska’s waters support the greatest concentrations of seabirds in North America.  Over 80 million 

seabirds are estimated to occur in Alaska annually, including three albatross species: the endangered 

short-tailed albatross, black-footed albatross, and Laysan albatross (USFWS 2009).  Seabirds spend 

approximately 80 percent of their life at sea, and the life history of most seabirds in Alaska is 

characterized by low reproductive rates, low adult mortality rates, long life spans, and delayed sexual 

maturity (USFWS 2009).  These traits make seabird populations extremely sensitive to at-sea stressors 

and changes in adult survival.  It is difficult to quickly attribute seabird population changes to specific 

impacts because declines may not become apparent for years or decades. 

 

In Alaska, many hook-and-line fishing vessels use seabird avoidance measures, which minimize seabird 

bycatch.  These measures are required to be used by operators of all vessels greater than 26 ft length 

overall (LOA) using hook-and-line gear while fishing for (1) Individual Fishing Quota (IFQ) halibut, 

Community Development Quota (CDQ) halibut, or IFQ sablefish in the EEZ off Alaska or State of 

Alaska waters (0 to 200 nm combined); or (2) groundfish in the EEZ off Alaska (3 to 200 nm).  Also, 

because seabirds are ecosystem indicators (discussed further in the Ecosystem Considerations Report 
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within the annual Stock Assessment and Fishery Evaluation reports), information about fisheries bycatch 

of seabirds is collected on an ongoing basis through the Observer Program.   

 

4.6.1 Alternative 1 

The restructured Observer Program results in better observer data related to direct and indirect 

interactions with groundfish fisheries and increased flexibility to meet management objectives.  The 

changes to the Observer Program proposed under Alternatives 2 and 3 are not expected to affect current 

rates of interaction.  No changes in the indirect effects of fisheries on prey (forage fish) abundance and 

availability, benthic habitat as utilized by seabirds, and processing of waste and offal, all of which could 

affect seabirds, are expected under the alternatives.  

 

The Observer Program furthers the requirements of a 1998 biological opinion that the U.S. Fish and 

Wildlife Service (USFWS) prepared on the commercial Pacific halibut hook-and-line fishery in the GOA 

and BSAI, and its effects on the short-tailed albatross (USFWS 1998).  One of the conclusions of the 

USFWS is that NMFS needs to institute changes to the halibut fishery deemed appropriate based upon the 

evaluation of the seabird deterrent devices and methods.  The biological opinion states that: “Changes 

may range from requiring minimal observation of the fishery due to the effectiveness of the deterrent 

devices to requiring extensive observer coverage and expanded or modified use of seabird deterrent 

devices and methods” (USFWS 1998).  The Observer Program helps NMFS assess the effectiveness of 

seabird deterrent devices and monitor interactions and take of seabirds on observed halibut vessels.  

 

There had only been logbook and some survey data in the past to inform the level of seabird observations 

and bycatch on halibut vessels.  As of 2013, the restructured Observer Program provides data, including 

seabird takes, on previously unobserved halibut vessels.  Information on seabird bycatch (e.g., seabird 

species) and seabird mitigation measure compliance (e.g., streamer lines) is collected and reported by the 

observer.  Observers collect the number, species identifications, and tag recoveries of seabirds caught or 

killed by fishing gear.  These new data help quantify and describe halibut fisheries interactions with 

seabirds, which provides a better overall understanding of potential fisheries impacts on seabirds.  

Observer data are crucial in estimating total bycatch of seabirds, and particularly those birds of 

conservation concern at risk of interaction with hook-and-line gear including albatrosses.  Also, new 

information has been obtained from tagging additional short-tailed albatrosses.  Both of these new sources 

of information could lead to more effective seabird avoidance measures and fewer interactions in the 

future.   

 

The majority of observed seabird bycatch in fisheries occur in the hook-and-line fisheries; however, small 

numbers of seabird bycatch have been observed in trawl and other fisheries.  Observer protocols are not 

set up to monitor trawl fisheries in the same way that hook-and-line are monitored.  Trawl bycatch is 

difficult to quantify (NMFS 2015, Fitzgerald et al. in prep).  New observer data recording techniques are 

likely to lead to better estimates of seabird trawl bycatch takes. 

 

Estimation of seabird bycatch is also a concern in the hook-and-line fisheries.  NOAA Fisheries has 

estimated seabird bycatch using the CAS in the BSAI and GOA groundfish fisheries since 2007 and in the 

halibut fisheries since 2013 (Fitzgerald et al. 2013; AFSC 2014).  Seabird estimates are based on at-sea 

sampling by observers (AFSC 2015).  Seabird takes can also be recorded by observers outside of their 

sampling period.  A record of these takes by observers is opportunistic since they occur outside of the 

random sampling protocol, thus their inclusion in the total seabird estimate across all fisheries would be 

inappropriate.  Observers generally do not record any information for a seabird outside of their sample, 

unless it is banded, collected as part of the necropsy program, or is a species of special interest or an ESA-

listed species (e.g., the endangered short-tailed albatross).  It is important to note that short-tailed 
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albatross takes recorded by observers, whether within or outside of their sampling period, are counted 

towards the incidental take statement for the fishery in which the bycatch occurred.   

 

Observer coverage improves NMFS's ability to detect endangered short-tailed albatross interactions.  

NMFS observers on a longline catcher/processor in the Bering Sea documented the take of two short-

tailed albatross in 2014.  The world population of the endangered short-tailed albatross is currently 

estimated at approximately 5,000 individuals (Sievert unpubl. population model).  USFWS recently 

consulted with NOAA Fisheries Alaska Region under section 7 of the ESA on the effects of the 

groundfish fisheries on the endangered short-tailed albatross.  In its Biological Opinion, the USFWS 

determined that the groundfish fisheries off Alaska are likely to adversely affect short-tailed albatross but 

that they are not likely to jeopardize its continued existence (USFWS 2015).  This Biological Opinion 

included an incidental take limit of six short-tailed albatross every two years in the groundfish fisheries 

off Alaska, either by hook-and-line gear or trawl gear.  In 1998, the USFWS issued a Biological Opinion 

for the Pacific halibut hook-and-line fishery off Alaska which includes an incidental take limit of two 

short-tailed albatross in a two year period (USFWS 1998).  In instances where the amount or extent of 

incidental take is exceeded, reinitiation of formal ESA consultation is required.  For over the 26 years 

NOAA Fisheries has formally consulted with USFWS regarding the short-tailed albatross, and to-date 

none of the incidental take limits have been reached within the specified time periods.   

 

The addition of observers to many vessels in the GOA contributed important data for our understanding 

of seabird bycatch patterns and quantities.  The key element for seabird issues that came along with the 

restructured Observer Program is that for the first time we have fishery observers on board halibut vessels 

that can monitor seabird interactions and calculate estimates of the seabird bycatch. 

 

The 2011 EA/RIR/IRFA concluded that it is expected that the restructured Observer Program would help 

NMFS assess the effectiveness of seabird deterrent devices (i.e., mitigation measures) and monitor 

interactions and take of seabirds on observed halibut vessels.  NMFS-certified observers have been 

deployed to about 6% of halibut trips in 2013, 9% in 2014, and 9% in 2015.  These deployments have 

supported NMFS’s ability to serve a broad suite of clients interested in seabird/fishery interactions and to 

further the goals of the 1998 and 2015 short-tailed albatross biological opinions (USFWS 1998, 2015).  

Our partners and collaborators at the USFWS and various environmental non-governmental organizations 

have requested monitoring of the halibut fleet since 1993 when seabird duties for observers on the 

groundfish fisheries were expanded.   

 

The restructured Observer Program, which includes deployments to the halibut fleet, has provided 

critically important information.  Observers submit affidavits to the NOAA Office of Law Enforcement 

which address failure to properly deploy required seabird mitigation measures.  This provides for work 

with individual vessels to come into compliance with required regulations and also raises awareness 

throughout the fleet and in fisheries management offices.  Data collected by observers are captured in 

long-standing routines and processes of the FMA and the CAS.  These allow for annual estimates of 

seabird bycatch by species and species groups for the halibut fishery.  Data supplied by observers allow 

managers to understand which vessels in which areas are responsible for the bycatch, it allows for 

industry groups to internally monitor their own bycatch and take actions to avoid seabird bycatch, and we 

can now compare seabird bycatch across fisheries and areas to determine where best to place continued 

efforts to mitigate seabird bycatch.   

 

The restructured Observer Program has addressed a critically important and long-standing information 

gap.  NMFS is now able to include seabird bycatch estimates for the halibut fishery in its annual reports 

of total estimated seabird bycatch for Alaskan fisheries.  This information is provided to a broad suite of 

interested parties globally, and is especially important for highly migratory species such as the black-

footed albatross and for ESA-listed species such as the short-tailed albatross.  Observer Program 
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restructuring has been very successful in allowing NMFS to assess the effectiveness of seabird deterrent 

measures, monitor interactions and takes of seabird on halibut vessels, and begin to take actions to reduce 

seabird bycatch within this fleet.  Additionally, due to the implementation of a statistically reliable 

sampling design, NMFS expects to realize these improvements in data on fishery interactions with 

seabirds at a realistic range of coverage levels resulting from variable fee revenues, effort levels, and costs 

(NMFS 2015). 

 

4.6.2 Alternatives 2 and 3 

Under Alternatives 2 and 3, fixed-gear vessels would be able to volunteer to carry EM instead of an 

observer, including halibut IFQ vessels.  As stated previously, the changes to the Observer Program 

proposed under Alternatives 2 and 3 are not expected to affect current rates of interaction.  No changes in 

the indirect effects of fisheries on prey (forage fish) abundance and availability, benthic habitat as utilized 

by seabirds, and processing of waste and offal, all of which could affect seabirds, are expected under the 

alternatives.  

 

NMFS implemented seabird data collection measures in the 2015 pre-implementation plan and then 

improved upon those measures in the 2016 pre-implementation plan.  NMFS established a primary 

objective for seabird monitoring in 2016 to record presence/absence of streamer lines (seabird mitigation 

measures) during setting of longline gear on EM-observed trips.  In the 2016 pre-implementation plan, 

two cameras provide information related to seabirds:  1) seabird camera (aimed at the stern; records 

streamer line presence/absence when setting gear; on/off trigger is vessel speed) and 2) hauler camera 

(where fishermen can hold up seabirds for identification purposes).  Vessel operators are required to hold 

incidentally caught seabirds up to the camera for 2-3 seconds and ensure that certain key parts of the 

animal, such as the beak, are captured by the hauler camera.  More specific seabird handling protocols are 

provided in the participating vessels’ vessel monitoring plans.  Speed was determined to be an appropriate 

trigger for the seabird camera so that it is easy to identify when gear is set in the video review.  It may 

also be possible to move beyond streamer line presence/absence to identify when streamer lines are set 

correctly.  Seabird experts have reviewed the screen captures of seabirds in 2015 and 2016, and were 

mostly able to identify the species using the three-second presentation of the bird to the camera.  The 

seabird experts found the 2016 protocols for displaying seabirds to the camera and the camera picture 

quality were sufficient as long as fishermen adhered to the protocols. 

 

Observers and EM allow the reporting of streamer line presence/absence.  However, the observer can 

provide context for a particular situation whereas EM cannot.  Observers can also work with vessel 

operators in real-time to correct any potential issues which is not possible with EM. 

 

The ability to identify seabird species is similar when using observers and EM.  However, observers 

collect specimens and bring them onshore for identification and this would/could be a responsibility of 

the vessel operator with EM.  Currently the USFWS issues a permit to NMFS AFSC to collect non-ESA 

listed seabird species and fisheries observers are listed as sub-permittees on the NMFS permit in order to 

authorize the collection of specimens.  With EM, protocols and procedures for fishermen to collect 

specimens and bring them onshore for identification would need to be developed.  It is likely that new or 

modified special purpose salvage permits from USFWS would be necessary. 

 

4.7 Cumulative effects  

Since the restructured Observer Program was implemented in 2013, the Council has recommended and 

NMFS has implemented additional changes to the Program.  The Council is also considering a number of 

amendments to the regulations governing the Observer Program that may be implemented in the next few 

years.  Some of these amendments would make relatively minor changes in the circumstances under 
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which vessels are placed in the partial versus full observer coverage categories.  Other proposals would 

make more significant or large scale changes to the program.  Several of the proposed regulatory 

amendments were suggested in comments on the proposed rule on Observer Amendments 86/76 (77 FR 

23326; April 18, 2012) but were outside of the scope of changes NMFS could make in the final rule.  

Other proposals were brought to the Council after implementation of Observer Program Restructuring.   

 

The most important aspects of changes to the Observer program are 1) the impacts on observer fee 

collections, 2) the total number of trips in the partial coverage category, 3) information relative to the cost 

or efficiency of deploying observers in the partial coverage category, and 4) impacts on data quality.  The 

impact of an action on amount of the observer fee is important because it determines the amount of 

money available to deploy observers in the partial coverage category.  The impact of an action on the total 

number of trips in the partial coverage category is important because it affects the sampling or 

deployment rate that can be achieved for a given amount of observer fees or budget.  The cost of 

deploying observers in the partial coverage category is affected by a number of factors that are described 

in more detail in the 2015 Annual Report.  Circumstances that affect travel costs or non-fishing days may 

affect the average cost of deploying observers in the partial coverage category in a particular year, or may 

effect bids in future contracts.  Therefore, it is of note if a proposal would add or remove fishing trips that 

may be relatively more expensive to observe.   

 

Implemented changes to the Observer Program described in this section are— 

1. Observer coverage requirements for small vessels in the Western Alaska Community 

Development Quota (CDQ) Program fisheries (Amendment 109 to the BSAI FMP, final rule 81 

FR 26738, May 4, 2016)).  

2. Observer coverage requirements for small catcher/processors (Amendments 112 to the BSAI 

FMP and 102 to the GOA FMP, final rule 81 FR 17403, March 29, 2016).   

 

The proposed revisions to the Observer Program described in this section are— 

 

3. Full observer coverage for trawl catcher vessels in the BSAI trawl limited access fisheries 

(proposed rule 81 FR 44251, July 7, 2016). 

4. Observer coverage requirements for trawl catcher vessels harvesting groundfish in the GOA. 

5. Observer coverage requirements for vessels delivering to tenders.   

 

Additionally, the other actions under Council consideration that impact the Observer Program described 

in this section are— 

 

6. Allow Charter Halibut Recreational Quota Entities 

  

The Council has established the priority for analyses of these issues through both individual action to task 

its staff with preparation of a particular analysis (CDQ small hook-and-line vessels, vessels delivering to 

tenders, and full coverage GOA trawl catcher vessels) and through action in February 2014 on a 

discussion paper describing an additional five proposed regulatory amendments to the Observer Program 

(NMFS 2014).  The Council identified analysis of revisions to the allowance for small catcher/processors 

to be placed in the partial coverage category as its first priority and the allowance for trawl catcher vessels 

in the BSAI trawl limited access fisheries to request full observer coverage as its second priority.  The 

other three issues described in the discussion paper were 1) develop alternatives to exempt from observer 

coverage vessels used to harvest small amounts of IFQ under several scenarios; 2) develop alternatives 

related to observer coverage or other options to monitor vessels used to fish for IFQ in multiple regulatory 
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areas on the same trip, and 3) change the method of observer fee collection for the IFQ fleet to use 

standardized current year ex-vessel prices, rather than standard prices lagged one year.  The Council did 

not specifically request staff to further analyze these three issues.  More information on these issues is in 

the February 2014 discussion paper (NMFS 2014d).  NMFS and Council staff record and report progress 

and assumed priority to the Council at each meeting.      

 

The highest priority for the regulatory amendments generally has been given to revising regulations to 

address data quality concerns (vessels delivering to tenders) or to adjust coverage requirements to better 

balance data quality and cost considerations (CDQ small hook-and-line vessels, small catcher/processors, 

BSAI trawl CVs).  For example, the Council’s highest priority for Observer Program related regulatory 

amendments was to allow small hook-and-line catcher vessels in the CDQ Pacific cod fisheries to be 

placed in the partial coverage category.  The purpose of this action was to facilitate increased 

participation by small vessels in those fisheries and to provide opportunities for the fishermen in CDQ 

communities to diversify beyond the halibut fisheries.  Another high priority was to refine the allowance 

for small catcher/processors to be in partial coverage.  Priorities for the additional projects have changed 

over time due to the interaction with other issues and availability of analysts.    

     

Following is a short description of the implemented changes to the Observer Program and proposed 

regulatory amendments under consideration by the Council and NMFS.  Table 4 provides a very general 

overview of the possible magnitude and applicability of the proposed action on the key issues described at 

the beginning of this section.       
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Table 4  Summary of Observer Program changes with general information about potential impacts.  

Observer Program 

changes 

Potential Impacts 

Observer Fee Collection 
# of Trips in 

Sampling Frame 

Cost of Deploying 

Observers 

1.CDQ small hook-

and-line catcher 

vessels 

minor increase minor increase 

minimal if any, trips 

starting in remote ports 

may add to the average 

cost of deploying 

observers 

2.Small 

catcher/processors 

increase of $23,000 (0.5% 

of total observer fee 

collection in 2013) 

67 to 109 additional 

days subject to 

observer coverage, 

relatively sm. 

proportion of observed 

or fishing days in 2013   

cost slightly more to 

observe than contribute 

to observer fee 

3.BSAI Pacific cod 

trawl catcher vessels 

reduction - up to 8% of 

annual fees 

minor change because 

option has been in 

place since 2013 

no change expected 

4.Full coverage for 

GOA trawl catcher 

vessels 

reduction – up to 25% of 

annual fees 

reduction – about 22% 

of total days subject to 

observer coverage in 

2014 

unknown – will be 

analyzed 

5.Vessels delivering to 

tenders 
no change expected 

increase in # of trips 

due to change in 

definition of the end of 

a trip 

unknown – will be 

analyzed 

6.Charter Recreational 

Quota Entity 
reduction in annual fees 

reduction in observer 

days 
no change expected 

 
Observer coverage requirements for small vessels in the CDQ Program fisheries 

This action implemented a number of regulatory revisions that would apply to catcher vessels less than or 

equal to 46 ft LOA using hook-and-line gear in the CDQ fisheries (NPFMC 2015).  One of those 

provisions moved these small catcher vessels from full to partial coverage. These vessels were in the full 

coverage category because the groundfish CDQ fisheries include transferable PSC limits as part of a catch 

share program.  Full coverage for fisheries with transferable PSC limits as part of a catch share program is 

one of the requirements implemented under Observer Program Restructuring.  The Council took final 

action on this amendment in February 2015 and NMFS implemented it in early 2016 (81 FR 26738, May 

4, 2016).      

 

Although analysts were not able to specifically project the number of vessels that may participate in the 

CDQ small hook-and-line gear fisheries or the number of additional fishing trips that may be added to the 

partial coverage category, this additional fishing is expected to be small relative to the total number of 

participants and trips in the partial coverage category. Therefore, the projected increase in observer fees 

collected as a result of this action also is expected to be small.  In addition, some of the vessels affected 

by this action are less than 40 ft LOA so will be placed in the no selection pool under the current and 

recent ADPs. If a small CDQ hook-and-line catcher vessel is selected for observer coverage, these vessels 

likely depart from more remote ports so they may represent some of the more expensive trips to observe 

based on travel costs and possibly wait time or non-fishing days. However, all of approximately 230 

hook-and-line catcher vessels less than 46 ft LOA that participated in the halibut CDQ fisheries already 
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are in the partial coverage category. Those over 40 ft LOA are in the trip selection pool, and any vessels 

selected for observer coverage likely already are being deployed from remote ports in Western Alaska.  

 
Observer coverage requirements for small catcher/processors 

This action revised allowances for small catcher/processors to be placed in the partial coverage category. 

Previously, all catcher/processors were assigned to the full coverage category unless the vessel met a few 

limited allowances to be placed in the partial coverage category.  These allowances were developed by 

the Council as part of its final action on Observer Program Restructuring. Three catcher/processors had 

qualified for partial coverage under these allowances.  NMFS received comments on the proposed rule for 

Observer Program Restructuring requesting revisions and additions to these allowances but determined 

that such changes were outside of the scope of revisions that could be made to the proposed rule.  Starting 

in early 2013, the Council received requests from industry to modify these allowances and identified this 

issue as one of its highest priorities for analysis. The objective of the action is to maintain a limited 

exception to the general requirement for full coverage for catcher/processors, provide an appropriate 

balance between data quality and the cost of observer coverage, and not be unduly difficult to apply or 

enforce.  

 

This action established a maximum production threshold that NMFS will apply on an annual basis to 

identify those catcher/processors that are eligible to request to be placed in partial coverage in the 

upcoming year.  The action is anticipated to increase the number of catcher/processors eligible to be 

placed in the partial coverage category from three to between six and ten. Newly qualifying small 

catcher/processors may contribute about $23,000 to the observer fee collection (based on 2013 fishing 

activity and standard ex-vessel prices). This amount is about 0.5% of the 2013 observer fee collection of 

$4,251,452.  The newly qualified vessels will add more additional days subject to observer coverage in 

the partial coverage category than they will fund through additional observer fee proceeds.  However, this 

additional number of days (67–109) is small relative to the total number of observer days in partial 

coverage in 2014 (4,368) or the total number of days fished by vessels in the vessel or trip selection pools 

2013 (27,437 total days).  The newly qualifying catcher/processors generally have longer fishing trips 

than the catcher vessels in partial coverage and for those fishing in more remote areas, the trips have a 

greater proportion of non-fishing days.  The Council took final action on this amendment in June 2015 

and NMFS implemented it in early 2016 (81 FR 17403, March 29, 2016).      

 
Observer coverage for trawl catcher vessels in the BSAI trawl limited access fisheries 

Catcher vessels participating in the BSAI trawl limited access fisheries are in the partial coverage 

category under the restructured Observer Program. These vessels were placed in the partial coverage 

category based on NMFS’s data needs for this fishery. The BSAI trawl limited access fisheries are not 

managed under a catch share program with transferable PSC allocations. Therefore, NMFS recommended 

that full coverage was not needed for catcher vessels participating in these fisheries. In public comment 

on the proposed rule, owners of some of these vessels requested to be allowed to voluntarily carry full 

coverage in their BSAI Pacific cod fisheries so that they could use observer data to manage internal 

allocations of halibut PSC among AFA cooperative members rather than use the halibut PSC rates that 

would have been generated from partial observer coverage. NMFS could not make this change in the final 

rule but has allowed the owner of a trawl catcher vessel to submit a letter of request to NMFS under an 

interim policy. Under this agreement, vessel owners were required to pay their share of the observer fee 

liability for landings subject to the observer fee, because the fee assessment is could not be suspended 

without a regulatory amendment.  In addition, owners of vessels complied with full observer coverage 

requirements and paid the per day cost to procured observer coverage from a permitted observer provider. 

Not all participants in the BSAI trawl limited access fisheries have or are expected to request full 



 

25 

coverage.  The Council took final action on this amendment in February 2016 and NMFS published the 

proposed rule in July 2016.      

  

In general, this action would reduce the observer fees available to deploy observers in the partial coverage 

category. Analysts estimated that the activity of AFA volunteer CVs generated around $123,000 to 

$153,000 in fee payments during 2013 and 2014. Based on the daily cost cited above, those fees would 

have funded the purchase of 115 to 143 observer days per year. Since those volunteer vessels carried full 

observer coverage independent of the partial coverage category, those observer days were available to be 

deployed across other sectors of the partial coverage category. In 2013 and 2014, NMFS spent roughly 

$11.5 million in fee revenues and agency funds to purchase 10,816 observer coverage days. Those partial 

coverage fee remissions ($123,000 or $153,000 per year) would have made up a relatively small portion 

(approximately 2.4%) of the Observer Programs total annual budget for purchasing observer coverage 

days. 

 

Information in the Observer Program 2014 Annual Report provides some information about the 

maximum amount of the reduction in the observer fee that could result from this action (NMFS 2015a).  

Table 2-4 in the 2014 Annual Report shows that BSAI trawl catcher vessels contributed $276,454 in 

observer fees for Pacific cod in 2014.  This amount represented about 8% of the $3,458,716 collected 

overall in 2014.  This represents a rough estimate of the maximum amount of reduction in observer fee 

liability because not all of the trawl catcher vessels in the BSAI Pacific cod fishery will choose to take 

full coverage. Thirty-one out of a total of 48 participants in the 2015 BSAI Pacific cod fishery opted for 

full coverage. This is a reduction from prior years (40 out of 53 in 2013 and 37 out of 48 in 2014).  

Although some vessels will move from partial to full coverage, this will not result in a significant 

reduction in the number of fishing trips subject to selection in the partial coverage category because many 

of these fishing trips have been out of the partial coverage sampling frame since 2013 under the interim 

policy that has allowed vessels to request full observer coverage.   

 
Observer coverage requirements for trawl catcher vessels harvesting groundfish in the GOA 

In October 2012, the Council initiated development of the “GOA trawl bycatch management” program, 

which was a proposed catch share program for trawl vessels that harvest groundfish in the GOA. The 

objective of the proposed action was to improve incentives for bycatch reduction and management in 

trawl fisheries, and to increase utilization of groundfish, provide additional flexibility to participants, and 

increase economic efficiency in the fisheries. Among many of the monitoring and management 

components of this proposed action was the requirement for 100% or full observer coverage for trawl 

catcher vessels harvesting groundfish in the GOA.  The Council reviewed numerous discussion papers in 

2013 and 2014 to further develop the elements and options for the proposed action.  However, in 

December 2014, the Council suspended further analysis of this proposal and stated its intent to take up the 

issue no earlier than October 2015.  In October, 2015, the Council discussed this proposed action and 

introduced a new alternative.  The Council reviewed additional discussion papers in February and June 

2016.   

 

In February 2015, the Council tasked its staff to prepare a discussion paper that evaluates the effects of 

moving all GOA trawl vessels currently in the partial observer coverage category to the full observer 

coverage category.  The Council requested that the paper address the effects on Observer Program fee 

revenues, industry costs, and the availability of observers in the full coverage category.  

 

Movement of all trawl catcher vessels that fish in the GOA would create a significant modification to the 

Observer Program and would impact costs to industry, observer fee liability, and the number and type of 

fishing trips subject to observer coverage in the partial coverage category.  Table 2-3 in the Observer 

Program 2014 Annual Report shows that GOA trawl catcher vessels contributed $874,919 of the total 
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2014 observer fee receipts of $3,458,716, which was about 25% of the total.  The total days fished by 

catcher vessels using trawl gear in the GOA in 2014 was about 5,300 days.  These days represent about 

22% of the total number of days fished by vessels in the trip and vessel selection pools in 2014 (5,300 

days/24,575 days, see Table 11 and Figure 29).    

 

The Council reviewed this discussion paper in October 2015 and took no further action to move forward 

with this proposal independent of the GOA rationalization program.  Current regulations are designed to 

place all catcher vessels in a catch share program with transferable PSC in full coverage.  The Council’s 

proposal for full coverage for GOA trawl catcher vessels as part of a rationalization program is consistent 

with this approach. However, if the Council were to move forward with full coverage for GOA trawl 

catcher vessels independent of a rationalization program with transferable PSC, this would represent a 

change in one of the primary guidelines for placement of vessels in full versus partial coverage. Such an 

action likely would require examination of whether the rationale that applies to full coverage for GOA 

trawl catcher vessels should also be considered in analysis if this proposal is further considered in the 

future.  

 
Observer coverage requirements for vessels delivering to tenders 

Tender vessels are vessels that receive catch from catcher vessels and deliver it to a processing plant.  

NMFS and the Council have identified two potential data quality issues with catcher vessels delivering to 

tenders: 1) a possible bias in the data, and 2) a decrease in stock-of-origin genetic data for salmon.  The 

potential for data bias was noted by NMFS in June 2013, because it appeared that vessels selected for 

observer coverage were taking shorter trips than vessels not selected for observer coverage.  This could 

introduce bias if the information collected from observed trips does not represent the fishing activities of 

all fishing trips.  In June 2014, NMFS evaluated a full year of fishing under the restructured Observer 

Program and analysis of trip length for vessels in the trip selection pool delivering to tenders did not show 

a systematic difference in trip length between observed and unobserved vessels.  However, the small 

number of observed trips in 2013 for vessels delivering to tenders may be insufficient to clearly capture 

any differences in trip length. Analysis of observer coverage on vessels delivering to tenders was included 

in the 2014 and 2015 annual reports presented to the Council at the June meetings in 2015 and 2016. The 

analysis of 2014 data found no differences in NMFS areas visited during a trip, trip duration, the total 

weight of landed catch, or the number of species in the landed catch for observed vs. un-observed 

tendered trips. The analysis did, however, indicate a difference in vessel length and the proportion of the 

predominant species in the landed catch for observed and unobserved vessels delivering to tenders. 

Observed vessels delivering to tenders were 8.8% shorter than unobserved vessels delivering to tenders. 

The landed catch by observed vessels delivering to tenders was 6% less “purely the predominant species” 

than landed catch by unobserved vessels delivering to tenders.  The conclusions presented in 2016 from 

the analysis of data collected in 2015 identified that there was a difference between tendered and non-

tendered trips, and that there was only some evidence on an observer effect within the trips delivered to 

tenders in 2015. Observed trips in the small vessel trip-selection stratum that delivered to tenders landed 

catch with 24.7% fewer species than unobserved trips that delivered to tenders. Observed trips in the large 

vessel trip selection stratum that delivered to tenders were 50.8% shorter than unobserved trips that 

delivered to tenders. 

 

The second issue of concern with tender deliveries is that observers on catcher vessels must follow 

different sampling protocols when vessels deliver to a tender, as opposed to when vessels deliver to a 

shoreplant.  The Council has specifically placed a high priority on genetic sampling of salmon intercepted 

in pollock fisheries.  When vessels targeting GOA pollock deliver to a tender, the observer does not have 

the opportunity to census the offload to account for all the salmon that might have been caught, and then 

take systematic genetic samples.  As pollock deliveries to tenders represent a significant portion of 
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pollock deliveries in some areas of the GOA, this may create a gap in the analysis of the genetic stock 

composition of GOA salmon bycatch.  

 

Allowing the deployment of observers from or on tenders would add a significant new component to the 

Observer Program.  It would bring tender vessels into the Observer Program for the first time.  Deploying 

observers from tender vessels would require the transfer of observers at sea, which raises safety concerns.  

It would impose additional costs and restrictions on tender vessels. It might also result in some vessels no 

longer being able to tender groundfish which could, in turn, affect shoreside processors.  These and other 

logistical and administrative aspects of deployment of observers from or on tenders will need to be 

addressed in a thorough analysis.     

 

The proposal to deploy observers from or on tenders would not have any effect on the amount of observer 

fees collected because it would not change which observer coverage category the landings are made in.  It 

would likely impact the number of observer days needed to deploy observers on selected trips. The 

impact on the cost of deploying observers in the partial coverage category will depend on whether 

deploying observers on or from tenders increases efficiencies thereby possibly reducing costs or adds new 

cost components to the program due to more complex deployment logistics. These impacts would need to 

be to be explored in more detail in the analysis.   

 

The Council reviewed additional analysis of this issue in the 2015 Observer Program annual report 

presented at its June 2016 meeting and recommended that further analysis of this issue be included in the 

development of the 2017 Annual Deployment Plan and that future action be evaluated in October 2016. 

This issue would be impacted by decisions made by the Council on the Gulf Trawl Bycatch Management 

action. If full observer coverage were required for all trawl vessels in the GOA, the concern about data 

quality would be addressed, but the issue of less genetic sampling would not be addressed.  

 
Charter Recreational Quota Entity  

 

At its April 2016 meeting, the Council reviewed an initial draft analysis for management measures that 

would apply exclusively to the guided angler sport (charter) halibut fisheries and commercial halibut 

setline fisheries in International Pacific Halibut Commission (IPHC) Regulatory Areas 2C and 3A in the 

Gulf of Alaska (GOA). The measures under consideration would allow a recreational quota entity (RQE) 

(or entities) to be established to represent the charter sector in the acquisition of commercial halibut quota 

share (QS), which could augment management measures annually recommended by the Council, 

approved by the IPHC, and implemented by NMFS through Federal regulations. 

 

Catcher vessels participating in the commercial halibut IFQ fishery are in the partial coverage observer 

category where landings made by these vessels are subject to the observer fee to fund observer 

deployment in this coverage category. The proposed RQE raises a two-part question with regard to 

observer coverage and fees: 1) How much observer fee liability would be foregone if halibut IFQ were 

used in the halibut charter sector rather than the commercial halibut IFQ sector? 2) How would the 

proposed RQE change the demand for the number of observer-days in the partial coverage fleet? The 

Analysis prepared for the April 2016 meeting included several examples of potential impacts on the 

observer program depending upon the type of QS and the transfer restrictions chosen as part of the 

preferred alternative. Overall, the various scenarios could result in a negative impact, where more fee 

liability is removed than demand for observer days, or a positive impact where, more demand for observer 

days is removed than fee liability.   

The RQE committee reviewed the draft analysis and discussion of the potential impacts on the Observer 

Program and though the committee understands there is no mechanism currently in place to allow for the 

transfer of observer coverage fees that might be displaced from the program and other administrative 
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costs that may be created. With the intention of the keeping the program cost neutral for other sectors, the 

committee identified a desire to have an RQE absorb these fees, if there is a way to make the fees 

collectable. This recommendation was supported in the Council’s motion on the draft Analysis. 
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