
Chairman Dan Hull 

NPFMC 

605 West 4th Street Ste. 306 

Anchorage AK 99501 

Date: April 1, 2018 

Re: Halibut Framework and Abundance-Based Management 

Dear Chairman Hull, 

On March 6, 2018, Chairman Dan Hull sent a letter to the IPHC on behalf of the Council stating concerns 

relative to the Commission’s 2018 catch limit decisions and the implications of those decisions for the 

Council’s work on Abundance Based Management of halibut PSC caps. Because successful management 

of the halibut resource depends to a very large degree on clear understanding and communication 

between the Council and the Commission, stakeholders would like to take this opportunity to address 

some aspects of that March letter that we believe reflect misunderstanding.   

Crucial to that misunderstanding might be the Council’s unfamiliarity with the ongoing four year 

management strategy evaluation process in which the IPHC is engaged.  Chairman Hull’s letter voiced 

concern regarding the SPR41% fishing intensity associated with the 2018 catch limit decisions. Perhaps 

sharing with the Council some additional insight on relative risk and long-term policy implications that 

have been shared by IPHC staff with IPHC Commissioners and stakeholders will help address these 

concerns. 

Management Strategy Evaluation  

As the Council may be aware, the IPHC has devoted significant resources, including the extensive data 

the IPHC has collected over a century of successful management, to review the Commission’s harvest 

policy.  One of the goals of this review is to identify appropriate harvest rates tailored to the specific life 

history parameters of halibut. Halibut is one of the few species in the North Pacific that is undergoing a 

Management Strategy Evaluation to identify appropriate harvest rates. 

At the beginning of this harvest policy evaluation, the IPHC staff recommended the Commission switch 

to an Spawning Potential Ratio (SPR)- based harvest policy.  The Commission committed to this 

approach and staff are now working with stakeholders, scientific advisors, and the Commissioners to 

identify an SPR for halibut that will be robust over the long-term while balancing trade-offs between 

maximizing yield, minimizing risk to the stock, providing a measure of stability to the industry, and other 

objectives identified by those engaged in the process.  To date, IPHC staff have conducted simulations 

using an operating model specific to halibut to determine a preliminary range of appropriate SPR rates 

for further refinement. Modeling methods and initial results from that evaluation were reviewed by the 

IPHC’s Scientific Review Board and Management Strategy Advisory Board and presented at the January 

Annual meeting. These results indicate that SPR harvest rates between F40 and F46 perform reasonably 

similarly and are robust over the long-term.  To provide more detail from the simulations: 



 The long-term probability of stock levels reaching the IPHC conservation threshold of SB20, 

which triggers fishery closures, is 2%-3% at all harvest rates within this range. 

 The long-term average yield from the stock is between 36 and 40 million pounds within this 

range, with higher long-term yields resulting from the F40 harvest strategy.  The range of 

potential yield, given variability in the population, is large and may be greater than 100 million 

pounds in some years. 

 The average annual variability within this range is between 6% and 7%, and the probability of a 

greater than 15% change year to year is 5% at F46 rising to just 6% at F40. 

 The probability of reducing the harvest rate because stocks are below the SB30 threshold is 

between 7% and 19% within this range of SPR values. 

 

Additional work is underway to improve the operating model and further refine the optimum harvest 

rate range; however, the essential take away is that based on the focused work conducted to date, all 

harvest rates within a range of F40 to F46 have reasonably similar long-term robustness.  

 

Although the IPHC’s harvest policy is designed to be robust over a range of halibut abundance levels, 

spawning biomass and catch limits will rise and fall based on short and medium-term recruitment and 

growth events. This is similar to the operation of the Council’s harvest policy for groundfish species.  We 

would note that in the Council’s letter to the IPHC (first full paragraph on the second page) the risks 

highlighted are SHORT, rather than long-term risks of reduced abundance, and not part of a long-term 

SPR harvest policy approach.  

However, in addition to modeling the long-term harvest policy considerations, the IPHC is also engaged 

in modeling a number of short-term effects.  Based on recent survey information, halibut stocks will 

likely decline in the short-term due to below average recruitment. Nevertheless, the probability of 

realizing the B20 stock conservation threshold within 3 years is less than 1% under all harvest rates 

between F40 and F46, and the probability of triggering a reduced harvest rate for the directed fishery 

within 3 years (the B30 threshold) ranges from 10% at F46 to 20% at F40.   

Although a final, long-term SPR or harvest policy has not yet been identified, the IPHC considered both 

short and long-term information during 2018 catch limit deliberations.  The IPHC concluded that the 

SPR41% coastwide harvest rate associated with the 2018 catch limit recommendations was within an 

acceptable range and that stair-stepping to the SPR46% “hand rail” interim harvest policy over two years 

was conservative while allowing the 2018 survey information to verify or correct the unexpected results 

of the 2017 setline survey prior to taking the final stair-step. At the same meeting, the IPHC 

Commissioners also prioritized the ongoing work to identify a final SPR harvest policy for halibut by 

committing additional staff resources to the process.  Tangentially, we would note that the IPHC is not 

unique in considering harvest policies that differ from the Council’s approach.  For example, sablefish, 

which have some similarity to halibut in terms of life history parameters, are managed by the Council at 

an F40 rate and by the State of Alaska in Northern Southeast Inside at an F50 rate.   



Implications for ABM 

Focusing now on ABM, stakeholders would like to highlight the necessity of solid cooperation for what is 

in effect a jointly managed species. By way of illustration, we would point out the following: 

 In 2017, bycatch accounted for 37% of O26 halibut removals in the BSAI and 53% of O26 halibut 

removals in Area 4CDE. 

 The U26 removals managed by the Council in the BSAI (.91 million pounds) are 50% of coastwide 

U26 removals. Under an SPR harvest policy, fishing pressure on immature fish affects the 

available yield to directed fishermen coastwide—from San Francisco to St Paul. 

 In sum, the Council managed 44% of the halibut removals in the BSAI and 62% of the halibut 

removals in Area 4CDE in terms of mortality.   

In other words, conservation of the halibut stock depends on both Council and IPHC management.  The 

IPHC can no longer maintain the long-term health of the halibut stock without Council participation in 

that process.  We would remind the Council that the ABM action was catalyzed by low halibut 

abundance levels in the Bering Sea and the threat of bycatch preempting the directed fishery and 

potentially exceeding available harvestable biomass in the 4CDE area. To restate, as halibut stocks 

fluctuate with no change to the PSC limit, both the resource and the directed fishery are vulnerable; 

bycatch is automatically allocated whether available yield allows that level of harvest or not, and 

bycatch is allocated as a priority before directed fishery catch limits are established. The Council’s 

problem statement for this action captures this management disconnect: “The current fixed yield-based 

halibut PSC caps are inconsistent with management of the directed halibut fisheries and Council 

management of groundfish fisheries, which are managed based on abundance. When halibut abundance 

declines, PSC becomes a larger proportion of total halibut removals and thereby further reduces the 

proportion and amount of halibut available for harvest in directed halibut fisheries.”   

This is the source of the problem to which ABM is the solution and, despite the different mandates and 

policy objectives between the IPHC and the Council, stakeholders agree, as the Council letter states, that 

“sustaining and conserving the halibut resource is a shared objective.”  We believe that a properly 

designed ABM approach will help with this shared management objective by linking a significant source 

of halibut mortality to an objective, abundance-based index, and providing clear reference points for 

expected O26 and U26 mortality that the IPHC can then consider in developing a harvest policy and 

annual catch limits for the directed fisheries under its international mandate.  We would note that the 

ABM process also provides the Council with a reference point for efforts to “balance the harvest and 

incidental catch of halibut among all [Alaska] user groups” (as noted on P 3 of NPFMC letter).  In short, a 

well-constructed ABM rule will provide clarity and separation between the Council’s management of 

incidental catch and the IPHC’s management of the directed fishery.  

In closing, we appreciate the Council’s commitment to “continue to work on ABM of PSC limits in the 

BSAI, improvements in the estimation of bycatch mortality, and other issues important to both the IPHC 

and the Council,” and wholeheartedly agree with the Council relative to the “high level of expertise” the 

current joint staff effort on ABM brings to this project.  We appreciate the work group’s sustained effort 

and their patience with helping stakeholders understand the intersection of objectives, indices and 



control rules.  We will continue to do our best to contribute to the ABM effort, as we are working hard 

to contribute to development of a new harvest policy carefully tailored to the specifics of the halibut 

stock through the IPHC process.  I hope this letter has helped clarify the rationale behind the IPHC’s 

catch limit decisions this past January and helped the Council understand that those actions did not in 

any way deviate from the IPHC’s over 100-year record of successful, science-based management of the 

halibut resource.   

Thank you for reviewing our comments. 

Sincerely, 

Linda Behnken, Alaska Longline Fishermen’s Association 

Phillip Lestenkof, Central Bering Sea Fishermen’s Association 

Larry Cotter, Aleutian Pribilof Island Community Development Association 

Kathy Hansen, Southeast Alaska Fishermen’s Alliance 


