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SSL, Fur Seal Issues monitored by MCA
BIOP Release Postponed

Release of a draft Biological Opinion on
whether the Alaska groundfish fisheries
were having an effect on the western or
eastern populations of Steller Sea Lions has
been delayed amid speculation of internal
disagreement over the impacts of fishing
operations on recovery and adverse
modification.

Scheduled to be released May 7, NMFS’
acting Alaska administrator Doug Mecum
notified the NPFMC instead that, “the
amount and complexity of the data involved
requires that we take additional time to
complete a thorough analysis using the best
available scientific and commercial data.”
The draft also required additional internal
review to be technically and legally
sufficient, he said. No revised completion
date was given.
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issues related to ESA and MMPA, including the
Northern Fur Seal. Listed as depleted in 1988, fur
seal pup production on the Pribilof Islands
continues to decline at a rate of about 5% a year
while the population is rapidly growing on
Bogoslof Island.

NOAA released a Northern Fur Seal Conservation
Plan in December that includes recommendations
to better understand the sources and effects of
marine debris that constitutes an entanglement
threat, and improve assessments of incidental take
of fur seals by commercial fishing. The plan
raises concerns about commercial fish processing
on the Pribilof Islands that may result in the
discharge of processing wastes and oil into the
nearshore environment. It also addresses the
impact of other possible factors such as
subsistence harvests, illegal hunting and tourism.

Mecum acknowledged the delay would be of
concern to the Council and fishing industry
but given the significance of the Biop,
Mecum said he wanted to make sure the
document was “sufficiently developed to
provide reasonable guidance to the Council
and public.”

MCA will continue to follow developments
in the SSL Biop as well as those with other
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MCA calls for stronger action against IUU fisheries.

Saying there is a need to
renew the nation’s
commitments to taking
action against lllegal,
Unregulated and Unreported
(IUU) fishing on the high
seas, MCA executive
Director Dave Benton called
for tougher enforcement, and
broader regulation of high
seas fisheries that mirrors
US management of North
Pacific fisheries.
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“Despite a UN moratorium and a multi-lateral enforcement shield, there is a
significant resurgence of high seas driftnet fisheries that are outlawed by the UN,
the NPAFC, and most of the major nations around the North Pacific rim,” Benton
told the Senate Committee on Commerce, Science and Transportation in April.
“The treaties and laws are already in place prohibiting these operations but the
resources are not there to effectively police such a vast area of the ocean.”

Similarly, maintaining a presence along the US/Russia maritime boundary is taxing
enforcement capabilities at a time when the distribution of Bering Sea pollock

resources appears to be changing. There are also problems with new and emerging
fisheries such as those targeting seamounts north and west of the Hawaiian Islands.

“All of these problems argue for a comprehensive solution but to be successful that
solution needs to be simple, practical and focused,” Benton said. “We believe that
this could be accomplished using existing international institutions and
arrangements, or a new Regional Fishery Management Organization for the North
Pacific. The US should take the lead on such an initiative, with additional resources
to ensure adequate funding for the science, monitoring, and enforcement programs
that will be needed to ensure success.”

The Senate Panel, including Sen. Ted Stevens (R-AK), was taking testimony on the
IUU fishery problem. Benton said as a general matter any solution should
encompass management requirements similar to those in MSA, avoid the use of ill
defined terms and principles, and be clear from the outset about goals for habitat
protection.

Council Examines
Options for Reducing
Salmon Bycatch

The NPFMC is examining a variety
of options in response to last
year’s record bycatch of Chinook
salmon in the Bering Sea pollock
fishery. 130,000 Chinook salmon
were caught by the pollock fleet in
2007, the highest incidental take of
the salmon since 1990 and despite
“hot spot” management authority
intended to address bycatch
issues.

At its April meeting, the Council
agreed to look at additional options
including hard caps, sector
allocations, cooperative transfers
and triggered area closures as part
of an environmental impact
statement.

Past tagging studies have
indicated a wide range of stocks
present in the Bering Sea including
the lower-48 and BC, Alaska, and
Asia. A similar review will look at
options to reduce the bycatch of
non-chinook (mostly chum) salmon
although the bycatch level of these
species, 90,000 in 2007, was
significantly lower than the level of
previous years.
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