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1 Introduction 

This document analyzes a proposed management change to establish electronic monitoring (EM) as a part 

of the North Pacific Fishery Management Council (Council)’s fishery research plan for the fixed gear 

groundfish and halibut fisheries of the Gulf of Alaska (GOA) and Bering Sea and Aleutian Islands 

(BSAI). The Council’s fishery research plan is generally referred to as the North Pacific Observer 

Program, and its purpose is to collect data necessary for the conservation, management, and scientific 

understanding of the Council’s groundfish and halibut fisheries. This document analyzes alternatives that 

would allow an EM system, which consists of a control center to manage the data collection, connected to 

an array of peripheral components including digital cameras, gear sensors, and a global positioning 

system (GPS) receiver, onboard vessels to monitor the harvest and discard of fish and other incidental 

catch at sea, as a supplement to existing human observer coverage.  

 

This analysis was developed with input from a Council committee, the fixed gear EM Workgroup 

(EMWG). In 2014, the Council appointed the EMWG to develop and refine an EM program for 

integration into the Council’s Observer Program. The EM Workgroup provides a forum for all 

stakeholders, including the commercial fishing industry, agencies, and EM service providers, to 

cooperatively and collaboratively design, test, and develop EM systems, and to identify key decision 

points related to operationalizing and integrating EM systems into the Observer Program in a strategic 

manner.  

 

This document is an Environmental Assessment/Regulatory Impact Review/Initial Regulatory Flexibility 

Analysis (EA/RIR/IRFA). An EA/RIR/IRFA provides assessments of the environmental impacts of an 

action and its reasonable alternatives (the EA), the economic benefits and costs of the action alternatives, 

as well as their distribution (the RIR), and the impacts of the action on directly regulated small entities 

(the IRFA). This EA/RIR/IRFA addresses the statutory requirements of the Magnuson Stevens Fishery 

Conservation and Management Act, the National Environmental Policy Act, Presidential Executive Order 

12866, and the Regulatory Flexibility Act. An EA/RIR/IRFA is a standard document produced by the 

North Pacific Fishery Management Council (Council) and the National Marine Fisheries Service (NMFS) 

Alaska Region to provide the analytical background for decision-making. 

 

1.1 What is electronic monitoring? 

The term “EM system” encompasses the spectrum of EM equipment with varying features and 

capabilities. An EM system typically consists of a control center to manage the data collection and an 

array of peripheral sensor components that include: video cameras, GPS receiver, gear sensors, and 

optionally a communications transceiver (Figure 1). The EM system should be a comprehensive data 

collection platform, designed to record large volumes of sensor and image data, operating autonomously 

for long periods of time. A typical EM system deployment is shown in Figure 2. 
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Figure 1 An electronic monitoring system 

 

 

Figure 2 Example of a typical EM monitoring system depicting key components  

 
Control Center and User Interface 

The control center should record data reliably and securely, monitoring the status of sensors to trigger 

image recording from cameras. Based on previous research in the Alaska fixed gear fisheries, the EM 

system must be able to connect to at least four cameras. In addition, data must be easy to collect, and 

suitable for suitable for storage of several weeks of video and sensor data. 

 

The EM system may also provide a display and user interface for the vessel master where operators can 

easily monitor the status and performance of each system component (Figure 3). 

 

(Optional) 
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Figure 3 UPDATE W ALAKSA SCREENSHOT The Archipelago EM system user interface showing camera 
views, sensor activity and status.  

 
Power Management 

Stable power is a challenge on many fishing vessels, and essential to ongoing data collection at sea. To 

ensure consistent data collection, EM systems should be equipped with the following features:  

 Operable across a wide voltage range using both DC (11-32v) and AC (90-240v) power to suit 

the variety of vessel power arrangements in the fishery. 

 To go into a ‘sleep mode’ to reduce drain on vessel battery systems during periods when the main 

vessel engine is off (e.g., at night). 

 File corruption protection if power interruptions occur during data collection. 

 Ability to prevent data loss during ‘brown outs’ and short power loss through the use of an 

internal or external UPS, and a controlled shut down with extended power loss, and automatically 

resuming function when the power resumes. 

 
EM System Data 

The EM system should be able to consolidate data inputs from multiple sensors and cameras inputs into 

an integrated data stream. The EM system should be configurable to start and stop image data recoding 

using a variety of event triggers such as GPS location, vessel speed, winch or hydraulic system activity, 

and time. The system should also allow for configurable video collection settings (triggers, frame rate, 

resolution) for individual cameras as to achieve specific data collection goals (e.g. recording only during 

hauling versus always recording).  

 
Security 

The control center should be tamper resistant, and have at least the following features: 

 Password protection to limit access to system configuration settings, 

 Secure storage of the hard drive using a locking attachment to prevent unauthorized removal, 

 All system shut downs recorded in data logs. 
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To ensure high quality data collection, EM system should compile information including results from: 

 Self tests run at the start of the trip by the fisher,  

 Data integrity reports run by the technician or fisher at the end of a trip, 

 Custom system settings, and 

 Comments entered by the fisher during the trip. 

 
Other requirements 

In addition to the requirements above, the EM system should have the following capabilities: 

 Encrypting technology is a key feature that enables fishermen to deliver EM hard drives, and 

satisfies NMFS chain of custody requirements. All data recorded by the EM system should be 

encrypted using advanced encryption standards, and ensure that encrypted data can only be 

unencrypted authorized data reviewers. 

 System self-test to be used by the skipper before the start of the trip to confirm the system is fully 

operational. 

 Safe and reliable hard drive replacements by skippers and assurance that data are intact, and new 

drive is initialized properly. 

 
Sensors and Cameras 

Video Cameras 

Cameras used by the EM system should include the following features:  

 Waterproof and resistant to the extreme environmental conditions that are encountered on marine 

fishing vessels.  

 Have multiple installation options for camera placement on the vessel. 

 High quality image resolution and frame rates to permit verification of species, fish handling, 

processing, and discarding, 

 Include text overlay for recording information such as vessel name, time, date, and location. 

 

 

Figure 5 UPDATE WITH ALASKA Example of digital video imagery from EM system 
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Sensors 

A selection of the following sensors can be utilized to fully monitor vessel activity in the fixed gear fleet: 

 A dedicated GPS receiver to deliver time, date, latitude, longitude, heading, vessel speed, and 

positional accuracy to the control center.  

 A hydraulic pressure transducer to determine the vessel’s fishing status by monitoring the 

pressure in the vessel’s hydraulic systems. The pressure sensor is capable of monitoring the use of 

fishing gear.  

 On a small number of vessels in the fleet, a drum rotation sensor can be used to determine the 

vessel’s fishing activity by sensing the rotation winches used for longline, warps, or net drums. 

 To enable ‘sleep mode’ of the system during inactive periods such as night, use of an engine oil 

pressure sensor or similar indicator should allow the automatic starting/stopping of the control 

center along with the engine being powered on or off. This feature is essential to preserve vessel 

battery power during periods of inactivity.  

 

1.2 Purpose and need 

In February 2016, the Council adopted the following statement of purpose and need: 

To carry out their responsibilities for conserving and managing groundfish resources, the Council 

and NMFS must have high quality, timely, and cost-effective data to support management and 

scientific information needs. In part, this information is collected through a comprehensive 

fishery monitoring program for the groundfish and halibut fisheries off Alaska, with the goals of 

verifying catch composition and quantity, including of those species discarded at sea, and 

collecting biological information on marine resources. While a large component of this 

monitoring program relies on the use of human observers, the Council and NMFS have been on 

the path of integrating technology into our fisheries monitoring systems for many years, with 

electronic reporting systems in place, and operational EM in a compliance capacity in some 

fisheries. More recently, research and development has focused on being able to use EM as a 

direct catch estimation tool in fixed gear fisheries.   

 

The fixed gear fisheries are diverse in their fishing practices and vessel and operational 

characteristics, and they operate over a large and frequently remote geographical distribution. The 

Council recognizes the benefit of having access to an assorted set of monitoring tools in order to 

be able to balance the need for high-quality data with the costs of monitoring and the ability of 

fishery participants, particularly those on small vessels, to accommodate human observers 

onboard. EM technology has the potential to allow discard estimation of fish, including halibut 

PSC and mortality of seabirds, onboard vessels that have difficulty carrying an observer or where 

deploying an observer is impracticable. EM technology may also reduce economic, operational 

and/or social costs associated with deploying human observers throughout coastal Alaska. 

Through the use of EM, it may be possible to affordably obtain at-sea data from a broader cross-

section of the fixed gear groundfish and halibut fleet.  

 

The integration of EM into the Council’s fishery research plan is not intended to supplant the 

need for human observers. There is a continuing need for human observers as part of the 

monitoring suite, and there will continue to be human observer coverage at some level in the 

fixed gear fisheries, to provide data that cannot be collected via EM (e.g., biological samples).  

 

The Council and NMFS have considerable annual flexibility to provide observer coverage to 

respond to the scientific and management needs of the fisheries. By integrating EM as a tool in 
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the fisheries monitoring suite, the Council seeks to preserve and increase this flexibility. 

Regulatory change is needed to specify vessel operator responsibilities for using EM 

technologies, after which the Council and NMFS will be able to deploy human observer and EM 

monitoring tools tailored to the needs of different fishery sectors through the Annual Deployment 

Plan.  

 

This analysis proposes a management change to integrate EM as an option for monitoring the Council’s 

fixed gear BSAI and GOA groundfish and halibut fisheries that are subject to partial observer coverage. 

The action responds to a management need to effectively and efficiently monitor groundfish and halibut 

fisheries in a way that provides scientific data collection necessary for the conservation, management, and 

scientific understanding of the fisheries. Electronic monitoring and reporting technologies have been used 

successfully in other aspects of the Alaska fisheries to improve existing data collection programs, and 

their exploration is supported both by national policy and the Region’s “Strategic Plan for Electronic 

Monitoring/ Electronic Reporting in the North Pacific” (NMFS 2013). The Council and NMFS have 

recognized the opportunity for an EM option to provide fishery information that is of high priority for 

management and science; is relevant to policy priorities, including providing a monitoring tool that suits 

the needs of the observed fleet; is available when needed; and is obtained in a cost-effective manner.  

 

1.3 History of action 

The Council has been actively considering the use of electronic monitoring as part of the suite of fishery 

monitoring tools since the development of an analysis to restructure the Observer Program, on which the 

Council took final action in 2010, and which was implemented in 2013. Since that time, the Council, the 

agency, and industry members have all been active in the development of EM. Figure 1 shows the steps of 

the EM development process. The building block of EM development is the “Strategic Plan for EM / ER1 

in the North Pacific” (NMFS 2013), which was reviewed and adopted by the Council in June 2013. The 

document lays out a plan for integrating monitoring technology into data collection programs for the 

North Pacific. Through that document, the Council identified their initial priority for developing camera 

systems, targeting a monitoring option for vessels 40-57.5 feet in length, which have difficulty 

accommodating a human observer onboard. These vessels had only recently become subject to observer 

coverage under a restructuring of the Observer Program, and many of the vessels are small halibut boats, 

with limited crew and space onboard for an additional person. The Council committed to developing EM 

as a monitoring alternative for collecting data to be used in catch estimation for this fleet.  

  

                                                      
1 Electronic reporting 
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Figure 1 Steps in the Council’s EM development process 

 
 

The Council created a Fixed Gear EM Workgroup in April 2014, as a forum for all stakeholders to work 

together on EM development. Stakeholders include representatives of the commercial fishing industry 

sectors, agencies (Council, managers, enforcement, the Observer Program), and EM service providers 

(equipment and service providers as well as video reviewers). The purpose of the Workgroup was to 

cooperatively and collaboratively design, test, and develop EM systems that are consistent with Council 

goals to integrate EM into the Observer Program. With the establishment of the Workgroup, the EM 

development dynamic went from unproductive relationships (especially from 2012 to early 2014) to a 

cooperative process. While there are still differences among the members, there is now a mechanism in 

place to address and resolve differences. The time commitment from members is fairly intensive, 

however; the group met 4-5 times per year in 2014 and 2015, and is scheduled for a similar commitment 

in 2016. A National Fish and Wildlife Foundation grant has provided some financial support for industry 

participation. The Workgroup will likely continue to meet actively through full implementation, at which 

time the group may transition to a different role with reviewing and improving the program.  

 

The Cooperative Research Plan, effective in 2015, was the first effort to bring together various EM pilot 

testing work that had been done previously, and begin to test systems designed to assess the efficacy of 

EM for catch accounting of retained and discarded catch. The research plan also helped to identify key 

decision points related to operationalizing and integrating EM systems into the Observer Program for 

fixed gear vessels. This morphed into a Pre-implementation Plan for 40-57.5 foot longline vessels in 

2016, which continued to include research elements for other gear types, different EM equipment, and 

other longline size classes. The Workgroup established a two-step process whereby new technology or 

program elements should be first field-tested for workability, and then more broadly operationally-tested 

in a pre-implementation environment. In this way, the Workgroup can evaluate whether a program 

element is conducive to deployment on the diversity of fixed gear vessels, by different operators 

employing individual fishing patterns. This process is also conducive to continued research and 

development, both of new technologies, and deploying EM gradually into different sectors of the fixed 

gear fleet.  

 

•Sets out priorities for EM development

•For each program, what is the Council’s monitoring objective?

Strategic Plan for EM / ER in the 
North Pacific

•Who needs to be in the room to design a workable program? Vessels, 
agency divisions, EM service providers

•How can you design an EM program to achieve the monitoring objectives?
Fixed gear EM workgroup

•What equipment can we use to get us the data we need/want? Is it 
sufficiently reliable?

•What should be responsibility of the vessel operator? What are reasonable 
errors and where is the system vulnerable?

Cooperative Research Plan

•Testing on a broader scale – how many people are likely to be interested? 

•Does the proposed EM structure work for the diversity of vessel types, 
fishing patterns, locations that are in the target fleet?

Pre-implementation Plan

•How will the components of the EM program be implemented? Annual 
Deployment Plan, EM contract, regulation, agency administration?

•What are the vessel operator responsibilities that need to be in regulation?

Analysis/amendment to change 
regulations

•Periodic review and improvements to the programFull implementation
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The development of an EM analysis and regulatory amendment is linked to the research and pre-

implementation plans, as these field efforts help to identify the appropriate questions for informing 

implementation decisions and Council alternatives for how EM can be used in a comprehensive 

monitoring plan. Even though the current EM development effort has focused on the Council’s priority of 

small longline vessels that have difficulty in carrying a human observer, the analysis has broadened to 

address a regulatory change applying to all fixed gear vessels. The EM program design elements and 

sampling techniques are conceptually similar on all fixed gear vessels, although distinct from those of 

trawl vessels.  

 

The analysis identifies how each element of the EM program will be implemented. While some aspects of 

EM require a regulatory change, other components are implemented through the Annual Deployment 

Plan, through a contract with an EM service provider, or through agency administration. The regulations 

need to identify operator responsibilities for fixed gear vessel operators using EM. On an annual basis, the 

Council has the flexibility, through the Annual Deployment Plan, to go through the two stage process 

(field-testing and operational-testing) to ensure that new sectors can be brought into the EM program. The 

Workgroup is developing a pre-implementation program for pot vessels for 2017, and is considering 

expanding the longline pre-implementation pool to any size longline vessel. The Workgroup is also 

interested in starting work on developing EM systems appropriate to the under 40 foot longline vessels, 

which are currently not required to carry observers. New technology can also be tested through pilot 

implementation programs within the EM pool through the Annual Deployment Plan, and use of specified 

systems will likely be implemented through the contact to the EM service provider. 

 

The proposed timeline for the development of EM for small fixed gear vessels has been an aggressive 

one, requiring considerable workload by Council and agency staff and the Workgroup, and the Council 

has prioritized this work above other projects at many stages. Under the current best scenario timeline, 

regulations would be prepared in 2017, and the integrated program would be implemented for the 2018 

fishing year. Table 1 lays out concurrent timeframes for EM fieldwork and pre-implementation since the 

beginning of this Council effort in 2014, through eventual implementation in 2018. The EM fieldwork 

and pre-implementation that occurs before EM is implemented into the monitoring program has to be 

financed with independent funding sources, currently a combination of Federal funding and a National 

Fish and Wildlife Foundation grants. Once EM is implemented, the partial coverage observer fee will be 

used for both human observer coverage and EM deployment. Table 2 provides a more detailed rendering 

of the milestones between Council final action, scheduled for December 2016 under the best case 

scenario, and implementation in 2018.  
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Table 1 Best case timelines for EM fieldwork, Council process, and Observer Annual Deployment Plans 

Year 
Fieldwork / Pre-

implementation (Pre-Imp) 
Council process,  

regulations 
Observer Program/ Annual 

Deployment Plan (ADP) 

2014 Fieldwork EMWG develops 2015 Cooperative 
Research Plan (CRP), discusses 
alternatives for analysis 

Oct – 2015 ADP places 10 vessels 
that are participating in EM research 
into the no selection pool 

2015 Feb – SSC reviews CRP 

Jan-Jul – operational longline, 
stereo camera, pot cod field 
research  

Feb – SSC, Council review CRP 
 
Oct – propose a 2016 Pre-
Implementation plan to Council  

 
 
Oct – 2016 ADP proposes all EM Pre-
Imp vessels in no selection pool  

2016 Jan-Dec – Pre-implementation 
on 53 longline vessels 40-57.5’.  

Jan-Apr – pot cod field work 

Jan-Jul – Stereo camera 
research on 3-5 longline and pot 
vessels 

 

Oct – initial review for EM analysis 
to integrate EM into observer 
program. 

Dec – final action on EM analysis 

 

Oct – 2017 ADP proposes all EM Pre-
Imp vessels in no selection pool 

2017 Jan-Dec – Second pre-
implementation year for longline 
vessels >40’, and proposed pre-
implementation for pot vessels. 
Potential research on other 
technology. 

Jan-Aug – Develop proposed and 
final regulations for integrating EM, 
hold MSA-required hearings in AK, 
WA, OR 

June – Annual Report provides prelim 
analysis on allocating observer fee 
between observer and EM deployment 

Oct – 2018 ADP allocates funding to 
observers and EM deployment 

2018 Integrated observer/EM monitoring program 

 
Table 2 Detailed implementation timeline and milestones, under a best case scenario 

Month Milestone Comments 

December 2016 Council final action  

March 2017 
Publish proposed rule/notice of 
availability of FMP Amendment 

 

April/ June 2017 Public comment period and hearings 
60-day comment period and hearings 

requirements are in MSA 313(c) 

June 2017 

Annual Report to Council presenting 

NMFS’s recommended EM selection 
pool for upcoming year (2018). 

The EM selection pool is the universe of vessels 
that can participate in EM based on, for example, 

vessel size, gear type, area fished, port. 

June/ August 
2017 

Write/review Final rule 
Approve FMP Amendment 

Assumes 1 month GC review, which is less than 
the average review time. 

August/ 
September 2017 

Write ADP; review by OAC, Plan Teams  

Final rule publishes before September 1  
30 day cooling off period required before it is 

effective. 
Effective October 1, at the latest 

Contract(s) awarded (estimate) 

October 2017 

Council reviews draft ADP  
ADP includes the EM selection pool, an EM 

selection rate, etc., based on analysis of costs, 
partial coverage budget, selection pool size, etc. 

NMFS announces EM opt-in period and 
the defined EM selection pool 

 

Vessel opt-in period Opt-in using ODDs. 

December 2017 

Final ADP, with EM selection pool, EM 

selection rate, etc. 
 

Start Vessel Monitoring Plan and 
installation process 

 

January 2018 
NMFS starts selecting vessels for EM 

coverage 
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1.4 Description of Management Area 

The proposed action affects fixed gear groundfish and halibut catcher vessels throughout the BSAI and 

GOA groundfish management areas (Figure 2), and throughout the Alaska halibut management areas 

(Figure 3).  

 
Figure 2 BSAI and GOA groundfish management areas  

   
 
Figure 3 Alaska IPHC regulatory areas for Pacific halibut 

 
 

2 Alternatives 

In February 2016, the Council adopted the following alternatives to be analyzed as part of the Council’s 

EM Integration analysis. The Council may select different alternatives for different sections of the fixed 

gear fleet (e.g., for longline vs pot gear, or by vessel size class), or may choose multiple alternatives for 

regulatory implementation, but specify annually in the ADP which vessels will be using which EM 

program. Note, in the Alternative 2 Option, it is the suggestion of the EM Workgroup to replace the word 

“key” with “rockfish”, as it more accurately reflects the intent of the option. Unless the Council demurs, 

this change will be made permanent in future versions of this analysis.  
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Alternative 1: Status quo - EM is not a tool in the Council’s Research Plan  

Alternative 2: Allow use of EM for catch estimation on vessels in the EM selection pool  

 Option: Require full retention of key rockfish species with associated dockside monitoring  

Alternative 3:  Allow use of EM for compliance monitoring of vessel operator logbooks used for catch 

estimation 

 

As part of initial review in October 2016, the EM Workgroup encourages the Council to identify a 

preliminary preferred alternative. To date, at the Council’s direction, EM program development in 

Alaska has focused primarily on an EM program as captured in Alternative 2. This is in part because in 

pursuing EM exclusively for catch estimation, the Alaska program is breaking new ground, while an 

Alternative 3-style logbook program has been successfully implemented in other regions. If the Council 

chooses to change direction and pursue Alternative 3, additional program development and pre-

implementation would be required to fully test how a logbook program would work in the field.  

 
2.1 Alternative 1 – Status quo 

Under the status quo, at-sea fisheries monitoring in the partial coverage category is accomplished with a 

human observer pool, through a flexible deployment plan that allows the Council and NMFS to make 

annual policy choices on which vessels are monitored in different selection pools, and the selection rates 

assigned to each pool. In 2015 and 2016, the Council has authorized a select number of longline and pot 

vessels to be included in the zero selection pool for human observers, while these vessels are testing the 

feasibility of using EM for at-sea fisheries monitoring. While the at-sea data collected from these vessels 

have been important for developing the EM program, it has not been used for managing the fishery. 

Under the status quo, the industry observer fee that is assessed in partial coverage fisheries, 1.25 percent 

of the ex-vessel value of all landings to support at-sea monitoring, can only be used to fund the human 

observer program. 

 
2.2 Alternative 2 – Allow EM for catch estimation on vessels in the EM selection pool 

Alternative 2 would change the regulations to allow EM to be used in addition to human observers for the 

purpose of monitoring at-sea groundfish and halibut fishing activity in the partial coverage category of the 

Observer Program. The implementation of Alternative 2 would bring EM as an option into the process by 

which the Council and NMFS make annual policy choices on which vessels are monitored in different 

selection pools, and the level of monitoring required for each pool.  

 

Regulatory changes under this alternative include identifying the qualifying criteria and process by which 

vessels could opt to be in the EM selection pool versus the human observer pool. The regulations would 

also specify the responsibilities of vessel operators while participating in the EM selection pool, in terms 

of installation and maintenance of the EM system, catch handling and logbook requirements, and what 

happens in case of system failure. The regulations will address these issues generally, but will also direct 

that each vessel operator comply with a Vessel Monitoring Plan that specifically tailors the requirements 

to the vessel’s unique characteristics.  

 

On an annual basis, the Council and NMFS will determine what deployment model is appropriate for the 

EM selection pool or pools through the Annual Deployment Plan (ADP). Annual decision points may 

include whether there is to be an EM selection pool, its size (depending on available budget), the fisheries 

or gear types for which an EM option is offered, the EM selection rate and selection mode, and primary 

service ports for EM.  
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Under this alternative, NMFS will set up a contract or grant with one or multiple EM service providers to 

install and service EM equipment, and to collect and review EM data. The contract or grant will specify 

hardware and field service specifications, and EM data review (both as to timeliness and specificity) and 

archiving requirements. Because a contract is likely to be for multiple years, and some of the deployment 

decisions have a significant impact on EM provider costs (for example, the number and location of 

primary service ports), there may be some deployment decisions that are made on a multi-year cycle 

consistent with the EM contract, rather than varying annually in the ADP. 

 

Under Alternative 2, the Council would incorporate EM as a monitoring option in the Council’s “fishery 

research plan”, which is how the Magnuson-Stevens Act refers to the North Pacific Groundfish and 

Halibut Observer Program. The Council’s groundfish FMPs would be amended to reflect the inclusion of 

EM. As a result, the industry observer fee could be used to pay for at-sea monitoring either through EM 

or human observers.  

 

The integration of EM into the Observer Program would mean that NMFS would enfold EM into their 

Observer Program infrastructure, management, and oversight, including the annual process of evaluating 

the monitoring program through the Annual Report, and developing the ADP. The reviewed EM at-sea 

data would be used in catch estimation for NMFS’ catch accounting and fishery management.  

 
2.2.1 Option: Require full retention of all rockfish species with associated dockside monitoring 

Current regulations require discard over maximum retainable amounts (MRAs) when an allocated species 

is closed to directed fishing (bycatch status)2, or discard of any amount of the species once it is placed on 

prohibited species status. Under this option, the regulations would be changed to allow retention of all 

rockfish species by vessels participating in the EM selection pool, regardless of their management status. 

There are two ways in which this option could be applied: 

Suboption 1: Full retention by all vessels participating in the EM selection pool 

Suboption 2: Full retention by vessels participating in the EM selection pool while using EM 

Note: 2 options included at Dan Falvey request in July EMWG meeting; are we sure we want this as a 

decision point?  

 

While the EM studies to date have shown that in most cases, it is possible to identify fish to the species as 

needed for management, there are some species groupings that are difficult to distinguish. Examples are 

of the grouping of shortraker and blackspotted/rougheye rockfish, or shortspine and longspine thornyhead 

rockfish. Under this option, vessels that are using EM would be required to retain rockfish so that the 

rockfish could be speciated by a dockside monitor once they are landed. On an annual (or multi-year) 

basis, the Council and NMFS would determine the requisite level of dockside monitoring, and who would 

provide it; whether speciation by plant personnel is sufficient, or whether dedicated dockside monitors are 

needed. If the latter, these could be provided either by the EM service provider, as required in the EM 

contract, or through the Annual Deployment Plan as human observers detailed for dockside monitoring. 

 

Regulations would be crafted with regard to the disposal of retained rockfish species. Under current 

regulations for retained Demersal Shelf Rockfish species (50 CFR 679.20(j)), species that are within the 

MRA amounts can be sold, but species in excess of that amount cannot enter commerce through sale, 

barter, or trade. They may, however, be used for personal consumption or donation. Regulations for 

retained rockfish under this option would likely be similar in character.  

 

                                                      
2 The only exception to this is for incidental catch of demersal shelf rockfish (DSR) species in Southeast Outside 
waters (NMFS reporting area 650), where full retention of all DSR species in area 650 is required.  
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2.3 Alternative 3 – Allow EM for compliance monitoring of operator logbooks used for catch 
estimation 

Under Alternative 3, the regulations will be changed to allow EM to be used as verification of the vessel 

operator logbooks as the data collection tool for key species. The logbooks would be used as a data source 

for catch estimation. All vessel operators in the EM selection pool would be required to complete a 

logbook of discarded target species and key bycatch species of concern, which may alternatively be 

retained for dockside monitoring where identification is difficult. All vessels would carry EM systems, 

and to verify the accuracy of the logbooks, a review of the footage from EM cameras would be used to 

audit the operator logbooks. The exact amount could be specified annually in the ADP based on available 

budget, but in keeping with similar programs elsewhere, might begin at a threshold of 10 percent. 

 

Vessel operators would be required to log and retain the following species: 

Longline vessels:  

 Require operators to log all discards of halibut, sablefish, and Pacific cod 

 Require EM vessels to retain all rockfish and sculpins (for dockside monitoring) 

 Require logging of all seabird interactions (including extended presentation to the camera of 

dead seabirds) 

Pot vessels: 

 Require operators to log all discards of Pacific cod 

 Require operators to log all discards of octopus, crab 

 Require retention of sculpins (for dockside monitoring) 

 

All other incidental species would be estimated from the EM video audit and/or from the human observer 

strata.  

 

As with Alternative 2, under this alternative, the regulations would identify the qualifying criteria and 

process by which vessels could opt to be in the EM selection pool versus the human observer pool. The 

regulations would also specify the responsibilities of vessel operators while participating in the EM 

selection pool, in terms of completing the logbook, installation and maintenance of the EM system, catch 

handling requirements, and what happens in case of EM system failure. It would be regulated that each 

vessel operator must comply with a Vessel Monitoring Plan designed specifically for his or her vessel. In 

a similar manner to the Alternative 2 option, the regulations would also specify the disposition of retained 

bycatch species.  

 

The regulations would identify consequences if the logbook is found to be inaccurate, based on the EM 

audit. In other regions, the consequence is that the vessel operator has to pay the cost of a full EM audit, 

but this is not a legal option in Alaska. Information from the EM review, where it differs from the 

logbook, would be used to adjust IFQ accounts, as well as harvest mortality and prohibited species catch 

information that is used to manage the status of fisheries where applicable. CONSEQUENCES TO THE 

LOGBOOK WRITER??  

 

On an annual basis, the Council and NMFS would still determine whether to allow an EM option in the 

ADP, and vessel operators would be able to opt into the EM pool. NMFS would set up a contract with an 

EM service provider to install and service the EM systems, and audit the logbooks against EM data. As 

part of the Council’s “fishery research plan”, the logbook-EM system could be funded through the 

industry observer fee.  
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2.4 Comparison of Alternatives  

 Summarize the main features of the alternatives, with decision table as appropriate (focusing on 

tradeoffs with data quality and costs?) – wait for EA and RIR impacts to write (Diana) 
 

Alternative 2 

EM as tool for catch estimation 

Alternative 3 

Logbook as tool for catch 
estimation, with EM verification 

Impacts on data quality/ validation   

Impacts on fish, mammals, seabirds   

Impacts on vessel operator   

Impacts on partial coverage program   

Enforceability   

 

2.5 Alternatives considered but not carried forward 

2.5.1 EM cooperatives 

The EM Workgroup recommended that the Council consider a trailing amendment to this analysis, to 

evaluate the feasibility and potential cost savings associated with EM cooperatives, where a particular 

group of vessels would contract specifically with an EM provider to meet their monitoring needs over the 

course of a year. It was represented that this concept shows promise for meeting the goals of the program 

with respect to providing cost savings, while maintaining a high level of data quality. The complexity of 

the Federal contracting system, however, is such that fully specifying and analyzing this alternative as 

part of the initial Council EM Integration analysis would have delayed initial review on that package, and 

consequently would have delayed the possibility of 2018 implementation. As a result, the Workgroup and 

the Council recommended that this concept be evaluated as a trailing amendment.   

 
2.5.2 Allowing EM as a monitoring tool when fishing in multiple IFQ areas 

In February 2014, the Council reviewed a discussion paper that identified a concern raised in public 

testimony about the implementation of the restructured Observer Program with respect to being able to 

fish halibut IFQ, halibut CDQ, and sablefish IFQ from multiple regulatory areas on a vessel during the 

same trip. Under the current regulations, vessel operators may retain IFQ or halibut CDQ exceeding the 

amount available in the individual area being fished only if they have an observer onboard the vessel (50 

CFR 679.7(f)(4)). Having an observer onboard allows vessels with IFQ or CDQ in multiple areas to 

harvest their fish on a single trip; without an observer, this practice is not allowed.  

 

Since 2013, under current Observer Program regulations, most vessels fishing for IFQ or halibut CDQ are 

in the partial observer coverage category, where observers are deployed randomly by NMFS under the 

ADP. NMFS regulations do not authorize voluntary observer coverage for vessels in the partial coverage 

category. NMFS is concerned that voluntary observer coverage would create the potential for data quality 

problems (fishing behavior may change if observers can be taken voluntarily on selected trips) and 

operational issues (the need to identify these trips separately in observer data, and the need to re-program 

the catch accounting system to exclude these data for catch estimation). In addition, NMFS requirements 

for safety, support, and assistance to observers do not apply for observers taken voluntarily. In addition, 

NMFS does not support using observer days in the partial coverage category to provide an observer for 

this strictly compliance monitoring role. For these reasons, vessel operators no longer have the option to 

hire an observer directly from an observer contractor if they wish to fish in multiple regulatory areas and 

retain catch in excess of the available IFQ or halibut CDQ for the area. The only option available is to 

conduct fishing in multiple areas if the vessel is randomly selected for observer coverage. The Council 

has heard testimony that vessel operators seeking observer coverage to IFQ or halibut CDQ fish in 

multiple areas may attempt to manipulate trip logging through ODDS by logging and then cancelling a 

trip until the vessel is selected for coverage. 
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The February 2014 discussion paper suggested that a solution to this issue could be to allow the use of 

electronic monitoring instead of observer coverage to monitor IFQ fishing in multiple regulatory areas, 

rather than using an observer for this compliance monitoring role. The EM systems have been developed 

and tested, and include sensors to determine when fishing is occurring, GPS units to determine where the 

vessel is located and how it is moving, and video cameras which can be reviewed in order to monitor how 

many fish were harvested in each regulatory area.  

 

The EM Workgroup supports adding a regulatory option to this EM Integration Analysis to allow 

vessel operators to retain IFQ or halibut CDQ exceeding the amount available in the individual 

area being fished if they are either carrying an observer or EM. In this way, vessels that want to be 

able to fish in multiple areas can choose to be part of the EM pool, with the option to have the camera 

system to monitor compliance as to how many fish were harvested in each regulatory area. Some of the 

issues that apply to voluntary observer coverage would still need to be addressed for EM in this situation, 

particularly if EM is deployed on a trip selection model where each trip is subject to random selection for 

coverage. At the same time, other issues are not applicable. Once an EM system is installed on a 

participant boat in the EM pool, the same duty of care for the equipment applies regardless of whether the 

system is operational on a given trip. There is some cost associated with video review of non-selected 

trips, but the use of the EM system in these circumstances is dissimilar in that it is not directly trading off 

with the ability to deploy those observer days in another fishery during that time; the capital investment in 

the EM equipment is already committed to that vessel. If the Council does support allowing this 

regulatory option as part of this analytical package, some coordination with the IPHC would be required. 

Because regulations governing halibut IFQ and CDQ fishing in multiple regulatory areas are addressed in 

both Federal fishery regulations and IPHC regulations, implementation of a regulatory amendment 

change to this provision may also require a complementary action by the IPHC.    

 

It is uncertain how many IFQ and halibut CDQ vessel owners are facing restrictions due to the current 

regulations, although testimony by IFQ fishery representatives in June 2013 first identified this issue for 

the Council, and expressed the importance of being able to fish IFQ in multiple regulatory areas to reduce 

the costs of fishing, the potential for increased amounts of unfished IFQ if vessel owners cannot combine 

“clean-up” trips for multiple areas, and the possibility that the situation will become more costly and 

limiting if halibut and sablefish catch limits decline in future years. 

  


