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Introduction 

On September 14, 2007, the National Marine Fisheries Service (NMFS) published a final rule 

implementing Amendment 80 to the Fishery Management Plan for Groundfish of the Bering Sea 

and Aleutian Islands management area (BSAI).  Amendment 80 provides specific groundfish and 

prohibited species catch (PSC) allocations to the non-American Fisheries Act (AFA) trawl 

catcher processor sector and allows the formation of cooperatives.  Sector allocations and the 

formation of cooperatives were intended to assist in improving groundfish retention.   

 

On January 20, 2008, the Alaska Seafood Cooperative (AKSC) began fishing Amendment 80 

allocations.  This report summarizes AKSC, its catch for the 2019 fishing year, the processes 

implemented to ensure that catch limits are not exceeded, and issues affecting AKSC members.   

 

AKSC membership  

 

During 2019, AKSC was comprised of the following five member companies, and nineteen non-

AFA trawl catcher processors. 

Company Vessel Length Overall 

Fishermen’s Finest, Inc. American No. 1 160 

 U.S. Intrepid 185 

 America’s Finest 262 

Iquique U.S., L.L.C. Arica 186 

 Cape Horn 158 

 Rebecca Irene 140 

 Unimak 185 

Ocean Peace, Inc Seafisher 230 

 Ocean Peace 219 

 Alaska Warrior 215 

 Alaska Victory 227 

O’Hara Corporation Constellation 166 

 Defender 123 

 Enterprise 120 

 Alaska Spirit 221 

 Araho 194 

United States Seafoods, LLC Seafreeze Alaska 295 

 Legacy 132 

 Seafreeze America 208 

 Vaerdal 124 
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Co-op management   

 

AKSC activities are governed by a Board of Directors, which is appointed by AKSC Members 

(Members).  Additionally, owners, captains, crew, and company personnel participate and 

provide input to the cooperative management process.  The Members executed a cooperative 

agreement after extensive discussion and negotiation that outlines harvest strategies, harvest 

shares, and agreement compliance provisions.  The agreement is amended as necessary to 

improve cooperative management of allocations and PSC, and to comply with regulatory 

programs.   

 

The AKSC staff are responsible for day-to-day cooperative management.  This includes 

facilitating communication among the fleet and member companies; ensuring compliance with 

the AKSC agreement and regulatory programs; tracking the AKSC budget; coordinating Board 

meetings and AKSC activities; and ensuring harvest shares are distributed in a timely and 

accurate manner.  The AKSC staff completes all cooperative reporting requirements in a timely 

manner, including applying for annual AKSC catch allocations.  The AKSC staff coordinates 

research, protected species issues, and community outreach to provide catch and operational 

transparency.   

 

AKSC staff also tracks individual vessel catch and bycatch information relative to allocations; 

providing regular reports to the co-op; securely archiving data; identifying and resolving data 

errors; and working with the Alaska Region and Observer Program offices to ensure timely 

information streams.  AKSC staff also provide Geographic Information System support and 

analysis as needed.   

 

Finally, AKSC Members employ Seastate, Inc., which assists as a third party in management 

activities.  Seastate, Inc. is the direct observer data link for many of the processes and activities 

described in this document, specifically, identifying bycatch issues and tracking historic catch 

and bycatch trends.  

    

Harvest strategy 

 

AKSC has implemented several protocols and practices to maintain regulatory compliance and 

ensure allocations are not exceeded.  These are described below.   

 

After receiving annual cooperative allocations, AKSC staff calculates individual vessel harvest 

shares and PSC limits.  For each internal harvest share and PSC allocation, a reserve is 

established so that AKSC has a buffer that will be reached prior to the allocation limit.  
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The AKSC agreement also establishes a mechanism for Members to transfer quota within the 

cooperative, and with other Amendment 80 cooperatives.  These transfers must be approved and 

facilitated by AKSC staff. 

 

Catch monitoring 

 

AKSC receives data from several different sources.  Generally, this includes total catch and 

species composition information from the North Pacific Groundfish Observer Program, Alaska 

Fisheries Science Center; total catch and species composition information from the Alaska 

Region; and production data from the Alaska Region.  These data are used by NMFS to debit 

quota accounts and calculate groundfish retention.   

 

The AKSC staff receive observer data, which are archived in a database.  The database allows 

the AKSC staff to track various Amendment 80 quota accounts, bycatch amounts, catch of other 

non-Amendment 80 species, and transfers among Members.  AKSC staff use the database to 

summarize catch information and distribute regular catch reports to vessels and AKSC members.  

AKSC staff also perform routine data quality checks on observer data and resolve any discovered 

errors with individual vessels and NMFS.   

 

NMFS Alaska Region quota catch information is provided to AKSC staff on a secure website.  

As noted above, this information constitutes official AKSC catch.  As a quality control measure, 

AKSC staff compare these data with the corresponding observer data and resolve discrepancies.   

Each Member and AKSC staff have access to Seastate, Inc’s secure website.  This website 

provides vessel-level catch information for Amendment 80 quota species, GOA sideboard 

species, and other species of interest.  Additionally, the Seastate, Inc. website displays 

information on vessel and cooperative groundfish retention levels.     

AKSC vessels submit daily production reports through a NMFS software program called 

Elandings.  AKSC also collects this information to keep a running tally of vessels’ groundfish 

retention through the Retention Compliance Standard (RCS).  The RCS was developed in 

response to problems identified with the Groundfish Retention Standard (GRS) and is discussed 

further below.   

Observer information is transmitted from the vessel, to the Observer Program Office at the 

Alaska Fisheries Science Center, then to the Alaska Region office.  Data undergoes initial error 

checking, and individual observer sample amounts are expanded to total catch amounts.  

By the time Alaska Region catch information is available to AKSC staff, company 

representatives, and vessel captains, it is one or two days old.  To address this delay, companies 

have purchased software packages that expand raw observer sample data to total catch amounts 

and assign catch amounts to quota categories.  These data expansions mirror NMFS algorithms 
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that expand raw observer sampling data.  This software allows vessel captains to analyze catch 

amounts on a real time basis and make informed fishing decisions to maximize harvest amounts 

while minimizing the possibility of overages.  

To help ensure accurate quota accounting and compliance, NMFS requires vessels to implement 

the following elements of an extensive catch management and monitoring package at their own 

expense: 

• 200 percent observer coverage, nearly all hauls are sampled 

• Motion-compensated observer scale 

• Flow scale for weighing the entire catch 

• No mixing of hauls 

• No fish on the deck outside of the codend 

• Only one conveyor line at the point the observer collects a sample 

• Each vessel must be certified to maintain one of three bin monitoring options 

• Designated observer sampling station 

• Vessel Monitoring System 

The above measures are designed to improve data quality.  High quality catch estimates are 

important to AKSC members and provide increased confidence in NMFS management 

information, thus facilitating intra-cooperative trades and quota management.   

In addition to these extensive monitoring requirements, AKSC vessels and companies comply 

with recordkeeping and reporting regulations.  While recordkeeping and reporting requirements 

are complex and create a significant burden to vessel captains and company representatives, 

these efforts create an authoritative, timely, and unambiguous record of quota harvested.   

The Environmental Assessment/Regulatory Impact Review/Final Regulatory Flexibility Analysis 

prepared for regulations implementing Amendment 80 indicates that monitoring and catch 

accounting challenges are greater and more complex than other quota programs.  To address 

these challenges and ensure quota limits are not exceeded, NMFS has required, and AKSC 

vessels have implemented, the extensive and costly monitoring program described above.   

GOA sideboard management 

Regulations limit Amendment 80 vessels to historic catch levels by establishing sideboard 

amounts for several species.  To help manage GOA sideboard fisheries, AKSC established a 
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GOA fishing plan.  The 2019 GOA fishing plan includes cooperative management measures to 

limit individual vessels and the cooperative to halibut PSC sideboard amounts.  

2019 AKSC Catch 

 

The following tables provide AKSC catch.  All data is rounded to the nearest whole number for 

simplicity.  AKSC catch during the 2019 fishing year were within allocation levels, and no 

overages occurred.  It’s important to understand that fishing behavior and catch amounts under 

any given year of cooperative operations may not reflect those of other years.  

AKSC initially apportions its annual NMFS-issued allocation to individual companies or vessels.  

Subsequently, AKSC companies can engage in transfers with other AKSC companies or vessels 

to maximize harvesting efficiencies.  Because allocations are managed under hard caps, some 

portion of each of AKSC’s allocations will be left unharvested to serve as a buffer prior to 

reaching allocation amounts.  

 

Bering Sea and Aleutian Islands AKSC Allocated Quota and Catch Amounts  

 

Species  Initial AKSC A80 

Allocation (mt) 

AKSC A80 Allocation 

with rollovers and 

Flatfish Flex trades(mt) 

AKSC Catch 

(mt) 

Cod 21,622 21,622 20,171 

Yellowfin Sole  115,171 116,471 95,450 

Rock Sole  36,060 27,960 20,161 

Flathead Sole 9,949 16,749 13,451 

POP 541  8,758 8,758 8,729 

POP 542  6,685 6,685 6,646 

POP 543  8,742 8,742 8,690 

Mackerel 541 18,452 18,852 18,785 

Mackerel 542  11,498 11,498 11,495 

Mackerel 543 17,475 17,475 17,380 
 

Bering Sea and Aleutian Islands AKSC PSC Limits and Catch Amounts 

 

Species Initial AKSC 

A80 Allocation 

(mt) 

AKSC A80 Allocation 

with rollovers (mt) 

AKSC 

Catch 

Halibut Mortality (mt) 1,745 1,745 1,458 

King Crab Z1 (#) 43,293 43,293 20,773 

Bairdi Z1 (#) 368,521 368,521 23,174 

Bairdi Z2 (#) 627,778 627,778 248,990 

COBLZ Opilio (#)  5,230,243 5,230,243 841,220 
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Bering Sea and Aleutian Islands Salmon Catch Amounts 

 

Species AKSC Catch 

(#s) 

Chinook 4,581 

Non-Chinook 9,861 
Notes:  Salmon are reported as individual fish.  Salmon numbers are estimated from basket sample extrapolations 

and are not a census.  
 

Retention Compliance Standard 

 

Amendment 79, also known as the Groundfish Retention Standard or GRS, was implemented 

simultaneously with Amendment 80 in 2008.  The GRS required the cooperative to annually 

improve groundfish retention over the course of several years from 65% in 2008 to 85% in 2011 

and beyond.   

 

Soon after the adoption of the GRS, the Council repealed the GRS because of problems of 

enforceability and a mismatch between the analysis used to establish the GRS and the metrics 

used to estimate retention under the GRS. Simultaneously, at the request of the Council, AKSC 

substituted an internal monitoring system known as the Retention Compliance Standard (RCS) 

for the GRS program.  

 

The RCS is implemented through contract with substantial non-compliance fines, and an annual 

third-party audit report. The RCS agreement, including the calculation methodology, and the 

third part audit are appended to this report.  

 

Since 2008, AKSC has exceeded Council retention expectations, and annual RCS-measured 

retention has consistently exceeded 90%. The RCS required a 2019 groundfish retention of 85 

percent; AKSC achieved a groundfish retention of 94.0%.   

 

 

Flatfish Flexibility 

 

On September 23, 2014, NMFS issued a final rule that allows each cooperative and CDQ group 

to have access to a portion of the difference between each Amendment 80 flatfish species ABC 

and TAC, which can be used to trade allocated quota of one species for quota of another with 

NMFS.  NMFS distributes specific percentages of the available surplus to each eligible group 

(Amendment 80 co-op and CDQ group) to prevent ABCs from being exceeded.  By equally 

trading one flatfish quota for another, the 2 million mt OY cap is not be exceeded. 

We believe a flexible approach to flatfish harvests has increased opportunities for reducing PSC 

by providing increased choice in targeting. The flexibility to make quota conversions will afford 
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vessels the opportunity to move among the different flatfish targets, as long as the vessel holds 

adequate quota for any of the three included flatfish species. 

The following table shows 2019 AKSC flatfish exchanges.  Note that exchanges will vary from 

year to year depending on allocation amounts and catch variability. 

   

Exchange date Rock sole (mt) Flathead sole (mt) Yellowfin sole (mt) 

07/17/2019 -5,200 3,200 2,000 

09/19/2019 -2,900 3,600 -700 

Total -8,100 6,800 1,300 

 

 

Reducing Halibut PSC 

 

AKSC members’ attention to halibut bycatch predates the implementation of Amendment 80, 

when the limited access flatfish fisheries often closed because of reaching the limit of available 

halibut. With the implementation of Amendment 80, attention to halibut bycatch increased as the 

halibut PSC limits are binding constraints on the harvest of cooperative allocations.  

 

In 2014, greater attention was focused on reducing halibut bycatch as the Council requested 

Amendment 80 cooperatives to voluntarily reduce their halibut use in the Bering Sea and 

Aleutian Islands to support additional harvests by directed halibut fisheries. This attention has 

continued, with additional voluntary efforts of the Amendment 80 cooperatives to make 

reductions, further requests from the Council, and regulatory action by the Council to reduce 

halibut available to the Amendment 80 sector.  

 

Among the measures used by the cooperative to maintain low bycatch rates is a Halibut 

Avoidance Plan, which is agreed to by both AKSC and the Alaska Groundfish Cooperative, the 

only other Amendment 80 cooperative. This plan uses rate standards, which if not met, result in 

monetary or halibut penalties. Annual and quarterly standards are used to create incentives for 

vessels to maintain halibut bycatch mortality rates similar to the historical fleet average. A fourth 

quarter standard is also set to motivate vessels to continue their halibut avoidance efforts through 

the end of the year, regardless of whether their allocation of halibut is likely to be constraining. 

These measures appear to be having the desired effects, as all vessels complied with the 

standards in the 3rd year of the plan. 

 

Halibut bycatch reduction tools utilized during 2019 

AKSC members use a variety of measures to reduce halibut mortality, including choices of 

fishing location and time of day, excluders, and deck sorting. Principal to these halibut avoidance 

measures was active communication among captains on the grounds. The effectiveness of the 
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various halibut avoidance measures changes with fishery conditions. On the grounds 

communications keeps captains well-informed of successful PSC avoidance strategies allowing 

them to cope with the continuously changing conditions and effectiveness of the various halibut 

avoidance tools.  

The cooperative supplements these on the grounds communications with weekly meetings of 

company representatives and vessels captains. A review of weekly halibut performance reports 

leads to discussion of the conditions on the grounds and the effectiveness of halibut avoidance 

measures. Discussions typically cover halibut mortality rates, target species, excluder 

effectiveness, deck sorting, halibut movement, fishing depths, and bottom temperatures in the 

areas being fished by cooperative members.  The cooperative distributes summaries of the 

meeting discussions to all members (including those unable to attend) on the day of the meeting.   

Cooperative staff and company managers monitor individual vessel halibut performance through 

Seastate. Monitoring is conducted through regular checks on overall cooperative, as well as 

company and vessel, performance. All companies receive weekly reports on their vessels’ 

performance relative to the standards established by the Halibut Avoidance Plan. Quarterly 

reports summarize fleetwide performance relative to those standards. In addition, companies use 

the Seastate alarm system to notify them when a user-defined rate or catch threshold was 

exceeded in a defined period (such as a tow or day).  Alarms can be programmed to include a 

map that shows tow location, halibut rate, halibut mortality, target species, and other information 

that can be useful for assisting with the halibut avoidance efforts of vessels and the cooperative.   

During the season, vessels routinely experimented with new designs of excluders and tuned 

existing designs with a variety of modifications. These modifications improved excluder 

effectiveness by increasing the exclusion of halibut and decreasing loss of target catch. Excluder 

effectiveness varies across fisheries and vessels with conditions, vessel and net characteristics, 

and operating practices.  As a result, individual experimentation with operations and 

configuration is needed to get the greatest return from an excluder. Vessels will continue 

excluder development and additional modifications will be made to further reduce losses of 

target catch.  

Deck sorting to reduce halibut mortality in 2019 

AKSC has invested heavily in development of deck sorting as a halibut mortality reduction tool 

and this work continued in 2019.  Vessels participating in the 2019 halibut deck sorting EFP 

were once again able to achieve significant mortality savings.  Participants continued to deck sort 

in a wide range of flatfish and other groundfish fisheries.  This included some activity in non-

Amendment 80 fisheries (specifically CDQ and limited access fisheries), as in the past.  Finally, 

deck sorting was used in both the BSAI and GOA, for the entirety of the fishing season. 
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All of the 20 AKSC vessels active in 2019 participated in the deck sorting EFP.  All vessels 

achieved mortality rates well below the specified default rates for offshore processing (set at 

78% in the BSAI and 79% in the GOA for 2019).  Halibut savings under the EFP are estimated 

by comparing the EFP mortality with these specified default rates, which would have occurred 

under normal fish handling procedures without deck sorting.  Based on this estimation, AKSC 

vessels realized approximately 1,126 MT of halibut savings in the 2019 EFP. 

The 2019 EFP effectively included all Amendment 80 participants and some CDQ and TLAS 

fishing and allowed for small-scale refinement of catch handling and data collection protocols.  

As such, it achieved halibut mortality savings that are likely near the maximum that can be 

practicably achieved via deck sorting.  As of 2020, the final rule implementing deck sorting has 

taken effect and deck sorting has thus entered regulation as a standard catch handling option.  

NMFS has considerable flexibility to alter protocols under this program; however, this has not 

yet been done and the rules and protocols thus far closely mirror those developed under the 

EFPs. 

Operational impacts of halibut bycatch reduction efforts 

Efforts to reduce halibut mortality have come with substantial impacts to vessel operations that 

ultimately reduce efficiency and increase operating costs. For example, increased use of 

excluders not only reduced target catch but also increased drag and fuel consumption.  Test tows 

used to determine halibut bycatch rates in an area and smaller tows used to allow for improved 

survival of deck sorted halibut also increase fishing time and fuel consumption.  When high rates 

of halibut were encountered, transit necessary to avoid halibut increases fuel consumption and 

increases trip length, ultimately reducing fishing time and fishery harvests. Development of deck 

sorting has not only cost the sector substantially with out of pocket expenditures but also slows a 

vessel’s operations as much as a tow per day (or approximately one-fifth of a vessel’s 

production), thus requiring vessels to fish more days to catch the same amount of fish.  These 

added costs have substantially reduced revenues to both vessel owners and crews. 

Summary 

The Council has designed, and NMFS has implemented, a well-designed program that provides 

AKSC with the necessary tools to effectively manage Amendment 80 fisheries, minimize 

bycatch to the extent practicable, and increase retention.  AKSC and its member companies are 

working hard to achieve the goals of Amendment 80 by implementing internal data management 

and quality control measures that enable companies and vessel captains to maximize allocations.  

Amendment 80 is arguably one of the most successful, highly regulated rationalization programs 

to date.  For 2019, AKSC target catch amounts for this complex multi-species fishery were well 

utilized, PSC limits were well below regulatory limits, and the groundfish retention goals have 

been exceeded.  
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