
 

 
 

Post Office Box 1229 / Sitka, Alaska 99835 /907.747.3400 / FAX 907.747.3462 
 

 

The Honorable Ryan Zinke 

United States Department of the Interior 

1849 C Street NW 

Washington, DC  20240 

 

February 26, 2018 
 
Dear Secretary Zinke, 
 
The 2019-2024 National Outer Continental Shelf Oil and Gas Leasing Draft Proposed 

Program (DPP) proposes to offer all areas of the Alaska coastline from the Beaufort Sea 

to Southeast Alaska for oil and gas leasing, with the exception of Bristol Bay.  The DPP 

is the first stage of the OCSLA process for regulating offshore oil and gas activities and it 

determines which areas would be made available for leasing and establish a sale 

schedule.   

 

On behalf of the Alaska Longline Fishermen’s Association (ALFA), I request that you 

remove potential sales in Bering Sea and Gulf of Alaska planning areas from the DPP - 

specifically, sales in the Hope Basin, Norton Basin, St. Matthew Hall, Navarin Basin, 

Aleutian Basin, Bowers Basin, Aleutian Arc, St. George Basin, Shumagin, Kodiak and 

Gulf of Alaska from the DPP.  The Alaska planning areas in the Bering Sea and Gulf of 

Alaska encompass some of the world’s largest marine ecosystems and together form the 

breadbasket of Alaska’s fisheries.  Coastal Alaska communities depend on the fishery 

resources contained in these ecosystems.  These communities are currently facing 

significant challenges due to a variety of ecosystem factors, particularly changes 

associated with warming ocean temperatures.  Offshore oil and gas development would 

add to these challenges by increasing noise, water and air pollution, vessel traffic, and 

adding gear conflicts and threatening the clean waters and healthy ecosystems essential 

for fish production and marketing of Alaska’s fish. 

 

In general, the Outer Continental Shelf Lands Act requires that offshore oil development 

“be subject to environmental safeguards” and operations should “prevent or minimize … 

damage to the environment.”1  The policy purposes of the Outer Continental Shelf Lands 

                                                 
1 43 U.S.C. 1332(3), (6). 



Act include the protection of fishery resources.2  The leasing program must consider 

“economic, social, and environmental values of the renewable and nonrenewable 

resources contained on the outer Continental Shelf, and the potential impact of oil and 

gas exploration on other resource values of the outer Continental Shelf and the marine, 

coastal and human environments.3  In particular, the leasing program must consider 

“other uses of the sea and seabed, including fisheries [and] navigation.”4 

 

Overall, coastal communities in Alaska account for 58 percent of all seafood landings and 

29 percent of all seafood value harvested in the United States.  ALFA’s members 

participate in numerous fisheries, particularly the halibut, sablefish and summer salmon 

fisheries that are worth over half a billion dollars a year in ex-vessel value alone.  Gulf of 

Alaska and Bering Sea fishing ports in the proposed lease sale planning areas are eleven 

of the top thirty ports in the United States in terms of both fishery value and volume.   

 

ALFA has members from many parts of the country, particularly Pacific Coast fishing 

states, but most members are residents of and/or operate extensively out of Gulf of 

Alaska communities, including Sitka, Kodiak, Cordova, Seward, Petersburg and 

Ketchikan. These communities are all among the Nation’s top thirty fishing ports and are 

heavily dependent on the commercial fishing economy.   

 

ALFA’s members also reside in and operate out of fishery dependent, primary Native 

Alaskan communities in the Bering Sea, such as St. Paul Island and Nome.  Stakeholder 

groups in Bering Sea communities have asked Alaska’s Governor and Lieutenant 

Governor to explain to the Department of Interior their longstanding opposition to lease 

sales in the northern Bering Sea region and eliminate those planning areas from the DPP. 

 

ALFA’s request to remove Gulf of Alaska and Bering Sea planning areas from the DPP 

is representative of stakeholder interests in Alaska.  Alaska’s congressional delegation 

and Governor’s office requested that you remove potential sales from the Gulf of Alaska 

and Bering Sea.  The recoverable oil and gas resources in these areas are either negligible 

or extremely low; in contrast, the fishery and other values of the Bering Sea and Gulf of 

Alaska make these areas among the world’s most important marine ecosystems for food 

production and other values – cultural, ecological, social and economic. 

 

Although our production record and economic value show that Alaska’s commercial 

fisheries remain viable, there are significant concerns related primarily to ecosystem 

changes.  Warming trends in Alaska are occurring more rapidly than the rest of the 

United States, and the retreat of summer sea ice in the Bering Sea and changing ocean 

temperatures are altering marine ecosystems.  The Gulf of Alaska Pacific cod stock has 

declined precipitously, with 2018 quotas reduced by 80 percent.  An unusually warm 

mass of water in the Gulf of Alaska (the “blob”) has adversely impacted cod survival, 

foraging and egg production.  The distribution and population status of Pacific salmon are 

                                                 
2 43 U.S.C. § 1332. 

3 43 U.S.C. § 1344(a)(1). 

4 43 U.S.C. § 1344(a)(2)(D) 



changing in Alaska for various reasons, including dramatic declines for some species and 

specific stocks.   

 

ALFA’s members rely extensively on the Pacific halibut resource which is also declining 

– from 2003 to 2007 the resource supported harvests ranging between 90 and 120 million 

pounds.  From 2008 to 2012, harvests declined to between 33 and 55 million pounds.  For 

the most recent five-year period, 2013 – 2017, harvests have been below 30 million 

pounds.  These challenges associated with fishery resource declines are illustrative; 

changes in the abundance and spatial and temporal distribution of other fishery resources 

are occurring or projected to occur in the near future. 

 

In order to adapt to these changes and remain viable at the same time, it is critical to 

reduce the potential for harm to fishery resources from other activities.  Oil spill risks 

associated with exploratory and development drilling put marine life at risk.  There are no 

response technologies that can reliably recover or even contain half the offshore oil spill 

in any region, let alone the challenging weather conditions present in offshore Alaska.  

Operations in the Gulf of Alaska and Bering Sea are particularly high risk – for example, 

in 2012, Shell Oil lost control of two drillships alone – the Kulluk and the Noble 

Discoverer – a combination of vessel failures, weather conditions and other factors 

rendered these vessels incapable of safe operations in the Gulf of Alaska and Chukchi 

Sea.  Indeed, one of the primary reasons for the Department of Interior’s previous 

withdrawals of Arctic Ocean planning areas was that risks associated with oil and gas 

activities in a remote and harsh environment were not worth it, particularly in light of 

unique clean up challenges and ecosystem fragility.   

 

Oil spills can be devastating to commercial fisheries.  The Exxon Valdez spill in 1989 

caused immediate losses of $136.5 to multiple fisheries, and a decade later the combined 

harvest rate for all fisheries remained less than half of pre-spill production.  The April 

2010 Deepwater Horizon spill closed large portions of the Gulf of Mexico to commercial 

fishing – more a third of all fishing areas.  The Bureau of Ocean and Energy 

Managements 2016 study, “An Analysis of Impacts of the Deepwater Horizon Oil Spill 

on the Gulf of Mexico Seafood Industry” found serious economic impacts to fisheries.5  

Using different model scenarios, the study identified a potential loss of nearly a billion 

dollars to fishery sectors, with the harvesting commercial fishermen bearing the brunt of 

the loss.  

 

Even a substantially smaller spill or other adverse impacts from oil and gas development 

activities pose significant risks to Alaska’s commercial fisheries and particular marine 

habitats that with specific values for spawning, juvenile fish and foraging.  Seismic 

surveys produce intense sounds pressures that can produce physical stress responses, 

degrading health and fitness or even injure or kill some fish species.  Seismic air gun 

disruption to fish behavior over large areas of oceans can cause dramatic reductions in 

documented catch rates of commercially important fish species, which can persist long 

after the end of the survey period.  Exploration and production drilling also produces loud 

                                                 
5 https://www.boem.gov/ESPIS/5/5518.pdf  

https://www.boem.gov/ESPIS/5/5518.pdf


underwater sounds that can injure or interfere with fish.  It is not reasonable to add these 

impacts to our changing ecosystems – let alone the risk of a major oil spill.  These risks 

are particularly untenable given the low oil and gas recovery potential from the Bering 

Sea and Gulf of Alaska planning areas. 
 
In closing, the over 100 small fishing businesses that constitute ALFA’s membership 

strongly urge that you remove potential sales in Bering Sea and Gulf of Alaska planning 

areas from the DPP, and that the concerns of people residing in areas adjacent to those 

areas that remain under consideration for exploration be carefully considered and 

addressed.   

 

 

Sincerely, 
 

 
Linda Behnken 

(Director, ALFA) 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

The Alaska Longline Fishermen’s Association is an alliance of small boat, 
commercial fishermen committed to sustainable fisheries and thriving 
coastal communities. Our members support science-based fisheries 
management through collaborative research, advocacy and innovation.  
 


