Council launches amendment to reduce Gulf of Alaska halibut bycatch

The halibut biomass had dropped 50 percent over the past decade and catch limits for the directed fisheries have been dramatically reduced to promote rebuilding, yet halibut bycatch limits for the trawl industry have not been reduced since they were set in 1986.  Groundfish fisheries (trawl and fixed gear) in the Gulf of Alaska are allowed to take 2,300 metric tons of halibut as bycatch.  In fact, the number of halibut annually taken as bycatch equals the number of halibut taken each year in the directed fishery.  Halibut taken in trawls are mostly small fish (less than 32 inches), but since those small fish represent the rebuilding potential of the halibut stock—and the economic survival of the halibut fishermen—that bycatch is unacceptable.  At the April Council meeting, ALFA and Petersburg Vessel Owners led other longliners in asking the North Pacific Fishery Management Council (Council) to fast track action to reduce halibut bycatch.
In response to the request, the Council launched an amendment to reduce Gulf halibut bycatch caps that could be in place as early as 2012.  The caps are assigned to individual target fisheries, and when reached close the fishery.  Halibut fishermen from the commercial and charter harvest sectors urged the NPFMC to consider a 10-30% reduction in the cap.  ALFA cited the 73% reduction in the 2C catch limit, the 28% reduction in the 3A catch limit, and the 25% reduction in the 3B, 4A and 4B harvest rate as reasons for substantially reducing halibut bycatch.  
The Council voted to consider a range of 5-15%, dropping the higher options. The Council will take final action on this issue in December when they set the 2012 total allowable catch for all fisheries. On a longer term track, Council staff was assigned to prepare a discussion paper on various kinds of incentives being used in other parts of the world to help fishermen reduce bycatch. The trawl industry is urging the Council to pursue economic incentives, including bycatch shares and cooperative management systems that allow for individual accountability.  ALFA will continue to follow this issue closely and considers halibut bycatch reduction one of our highest priorities.  
