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Post Office Box 1229 / Sitka, Alaska 99835 907.747.3400 / FAX 907.747.3462 
 
 
Chairman Dan Hull 
NPFMC 
605 West 4th Street Ste. 306 
Anchorage, AK 99501 
 
March 30, 2018 
 
Dear Members of the Council, 
 
I am submitting these comments on Agenda Item D1 BSAI Halibut Abundance-Based 
Management of bycatch on behalf of the Alaska Longline Fishermen’s Association (ALFA).  
 
First, I want to thank the work group for their thoroughness in identifying the myriad 
combinations of ABM elements that are possible as the Council begins to construct workable 
alternatives.  The work group has done their job well in presenting to you the full spectrum of 
possibilities. At this juncture, it is ALFA’s sincere hope that the Council will take the definitive 
step to narrow those possibilities into functional objectives. As you work toward ABM 
alternatives, we ask that you keep firmly in mind the primary objectives of this action: protect 
the halibut spawning biomass at low levels of abundance; provide for a directed fishery in the 
Bering Sea; and avoid unnecessarily constraining the groundfish fishery when halibut 
abundance is high. We also look forward to seeing an analysis that includes discussion of the 
directed fishery and the impacts of various ABM alternatives on the directed fisheries of the 
BSAI. Since that is a primary purpose of this action, the absence of such discussion makes 
evaluating any alternatives extremely difficult.   
 
To assist with effort, I would like to describe the basics of the strawman alternative that we 
proposed during public testimony at the October Council meeting.  We had hoped to find this 
alternative contained within the document but understand it may have gone beyond what the 
work group felt ready to construct at this point. To remind the Council: the directed halibut 
fishery depends on the 032 component of the halibut stock, and bycatch of 026 halibut is 
deducted, pound for pound, from the directed fishery catch limit in the regulatory area where 
the 026 bycatch occurs.  As a result, O26 bycatch has a direct, immediate and measurable 
impact on the BSAI directed fisheries.  To meet the Council’s goal of “providing for a directed 
fishery,” in October, ALFA and others suggested the Council consider a two-part abundance-
based PSC strategy that would: 1) Establish an abundance based overall trawl PSC limit; 
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reaching or exceeding the overall cap would close trawl fisheries under the cap, and 2) Identify 
an 026 control rule or performance standard indexed to the IPHC 4ABCDE setline survey which 
would not close fisheries down in-season but would instead trigger an industry or management 
response to reduce O26 halibut bycatch in the subsequent year.   
 
By way of example, recall that under the halibut charter Catch Sharing Plan (CSP), the charter 
fleet is not closed down in-season when the sector exceeds area allocations. Instead, charter 
operators work through the Council’s halibut charter committee to identify appropriate 
management measures to reduce harvest in the subsequent year.  ALFA requests that the 
Council look at a similar strategy for the Amendment 80 sector and potentially the pacific cod 
trawl sector in this ABM alternative. The proposed approach builds on the cooperative 
management of bycatch under the existing Amendment 80 Halibut Avoidance Plans, which 
employs deck sorting and halibut excluders to control bycatch.  The goal is to retain bycatch 
reduction incentives that protect the directed fishery through an adaptive management process 
while also avoiding unnecessarily constraining the groundfish trawl fisheries.  ALFA 
recommends building into this two-part approach consequences of repeat performance 
standard overages (e.g., overages in 2 out of 5 years).  We propose the consequence be a 10, 
15, and 20% reduction in the overall Amendment 80 PSC limit for 1-3 years, and restored by 
consistent compliance with the performance standard.   
 
With this two-part approach in mind, below are some of the elements/options that we would 
like to see included in an ABM strawman alternative constructed for the initial review analysis. 
 
Element 1—Abundance index and application - First, ALFA continues to support developing 
different control rule and index combinations for the BSAI longline and trawl sectors. The two 
sectors encounter a different size component of, and have a very different impact on, the 
halibut stock and directed fishery.  
 
Second, we suggest options 3 and 4 be reworded for clarity to:  
Option 3: Index trawl halibut PSC limit to EBS trawl survey and IPHC 4ABCDE setline survey 
Option 4: Index fixed gear halibut PSC limit to EBS trawl survey and IPHC 4ABCDE setline survey 
If this rewording does not capture the work group’s intent, then I look forward to clarification 
relative to that intent.  The current wording is confusing to me. 
 
Relative to the fixed gear sector- ALFA supports further development of Option 4 with the 
approach suggested in ABM4 (IPHC setline survey as the primary index) and the reverse (EBS 
trawl survey as the primary index).   
 
For the trawl sector, ALFA recommends Option 1.  We believe that the EBS shelf trawl survey 
and the IPHC Area 4ABCDE setline survey function well as indices for abundance-based 
management of trawl halibut PSC caps.  The setline survey measures 026 abundance; the trawl 
survey U26—both are important components of management.  While the correlation between 
U26 bycatch and 026 directed fishery yield involves uncertainty, the history of the halibut 
fishery clearly establishes the importance of the occasional strong year classes. By way of 
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example, the 1987-year class supported the directed fisheries for over 15 years, contributing 
over 200 million pounds of yield. It is clear that large year classes are important to the directed 
halibut fisheries, likely also important to the resource, and some measure of protection to both 
strong incoming year classes and the spawning biomass is essential.   
 
Element 2—Control rules- ALFA recommends Option 3: Multi-dimensional -  We suggest one 
strawman alternative include the multi-dimensional stairstep approach identified in Table 20 on 
page 85 of the Council’s C-9 ABM Discussion Paper from October 2017 (provided below).   
 

 
 
 
This approach avoids the need to determine how to blend or weight the two indices; it is also 
simple enough to be readily understood by stakeholders. The important next step in developing 
this approach would be for the work group to define low, medium and high abundance as it 
corresponds to each index and we ask that the Council provide direction to the work group 
relative to that process—i.e., recommend the work group use a representative span of years to 
capture reasonable ranges of abundance for each index.  We recommend 20 years for the 
setline survey and possibly longer for the Bering Sea trawl survey.  (Note: Tables 3 and 4 on 
page 13 and 14 of the April 2018 discussion paper illustrate similar control rules, but Table 3 
omits the more precautionary approach of using the more constraining of the two indices to 
identify the PSC limit, and Table 4 includes “strawman” numbers which are NOT part of our 
recommendation.) 
 
Element 3- PSC limit responsiveness to abundance changes-  ALFA supports Option 2. The 
multi-dimensional approach described above can be stair-stepped, stair-stepped with linear 
ramps to avoid hard transitions or smoothed into a continuous slope. ALFA recommends 
including three steps with ramps to ease transitions between stair steps. As the analysis 
identifies, straight stair steps result in dramatic changes at the break points, while the 
continuous slope is the most responsive to abundance but provides the least stability to the 
groundfish sectors.   
 
We also support constructing this strawman alternative to allow application of control rules 
separately to each index, so that halibut biological thresholds (30:20) can be incorporated to 
prevent overfishing of the halibut stocks.  These could be constructed as a fourth stairstep for 
the setline survey that changed the slope of the line from flat to 1:1 at low Bering Sea biomass 
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levels and again changed the slope to a cliff if Bering Sea halibut abundance dropped below a 
biological minimum (which incorporates elements of both Options 1 and 3).  Alternatively, a 
different control rule could be used during times of extreme low abundance in the coastwide 
halibut stock.  Under this option, the 4ABCDE (BSAI) setline survey would be replaced by the 
coastwide setline survey as the PSC index at extreme low abundance, but would only be 
triggered when halibut abundance drops below B30.  In other words, this control rule would 
function as an emergency brake to apply when the coastwide abundance of halibut drops 
below conservation thresholds, stipulating a B30 stair step or ramp down, another stair step at 
B25, and then a very low floor or cliff at B20 and below. I would Remind the Council that these 
biological thresholds serve a similar function for the directed halibut fishery as overfishing and 
the B40 adjustment rules serve in the NPFMC process.  Again, this emergency brake is needed 
to protect the spawning biomass at times of low abundance.  
 
Element 4 Starting point—ALFA recommends the strawman ABM Alternative constructed with 
the elements and options identified in these comments be tested with Option 1 as the starting 
point for the 026 performance standard or control rule, and Option 2, the 2016 PSC use, as the 
starting point for the overall trawl PSC limit.  These starting points most closely reflect the 
concerns that catalyzed this action—providing for the directed fishery and protecting the 
spawning biomass, particularly at low levels of abundance. 
 
Element 5 Maximum PSC limit (Ceiling)-  ALFA supports Option 1: 2016 PSC limit. Any other 
option would directly contradict National Standard 9 and encourage unnecessarily wasteful 
fishing practices. 
 
Element 6 Minimum PSC limit (Floor)- ALFA recommends both Options 1 and 3 be considered 
in this strawman alternative: PSC limit goes to zero if BSAI halibut bycatch abundance index 
goes to zero, and PSC limit goes to zero at 20% of coastwide stock status.  
 
Additional considerations 
Relative to the strawmen alternatives included in the discussion paper, we would ask that the 
Council add an ABM5 alternative to the list on page 7.  We suggest that ABM5 index the trawl 
PSC limit to both the EBS trawl survey and the 4ABCDE IPHC setline survey but rely on the 
setline survey as the primary index while information from the trawl survey is used as the 
secondary index.  In our mind, this reverse from ABM4 (described on page 23) more closely 
meets the Council objectives of protecting the spawning biomass, providing for a directed 
fishery, and providing greater stability to the groundfish fisheries since the setline survey is 
more consistent between years than the trawl survey. 
 
Section 6.2 Preliminary analysis of control rule features. Although we understand that the 
projection scenarios are purposely exaggerated, we question the contribution to Council and 
stakeholder understanding of exaggerating the trawl survey index to more than twice historic 
high levels, as the work group has in the example on page 26.  This exaggeration is unfounded 
in historic reality and raises unfounded concerns relative to impacts.  We suggest the analysis of 
this action dampen exaggeration in the initial review draft. 
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Summary-  In closing, we hope these comments assist the Council in constructing one of the 
ABM alternatives for analysis as part of next steps in advancing ABM.  We believe the Council 
should identify elements and options of multiple reasonable alternatives and move this process 
ahead to an initial review draft.  We strongly urge the Council to include the O26 performance 
standard recommended in these comments for the Amendment 80 and potentially the pacific 
cod trawl fleet in at least one of the ABM alternatives, and request that alternative also include 
the other elements and options recommended in these comments. This two-part approach 
establishes incentives and an adaptive management system that meets the Council’s goal of 
providing for the directed fishery.  The performance standard is intended to build on the 
Halibut Avoidance Plans currently managed by the Amendment 80 sector.   
 
Thank you for the opportunity to comment.  I will be at the April Council meeting to testify and 
work with the Council to answer any questions.  I will also be happy to respond to the concerns 
expressed by Chairman Hull in his March 16th letter to the IPHC. 
 
Sincerely, 

 
Linda Behnken 
(Executive Director, ALFA)   


