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he eleventh
annual
John B.·
Oakes Award for Distinguished
Environmental
Journalism and
its $5,000 prize has been awarded to

BREAKING POIN·T IN THE

BERIN·G SEA

Cascadia Times.
The award honors our Fail 2003
issue, "Plundering
the Pacific."
The
report examined federally appointed
committees that regulate U.S. fisheries
and found them rife with conflicts of
interest. These councils' shoddy oversight of marine resources has a direct
and damaging effect on the very seas
they were legally established to protect.
"The judges applaud the craft and
commitment that makes this work of
independent,
investigative
journalism
stand out in a field of outstanding contenders," said Joan Kanner, chair of the
Oakes Committee of Judges and professor and dean emerita of the Columbia
Graduate School of Journalism.
"It is an
example of how a small, underfunded,
independent
publication can make a
difference,
especially at this time of
destructive political incursions into the
rules and regulations that protect natural resources and the environment."
Other finalists for the award were:
Jeff Claassen,
Scott Streater, Seth
Bornstein
of the Fort Worth Star-
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Telegram for their July 2004 series "Is
the EPA doing enough?"
Elizabeth Shogren of the Los Angeles
Times for her story "Builders Swamp
Wetlands," published October 19, 2003.
Bruce Barcott for his New York Times
Magazine story "Changing
All The
Rules," published April 4, 2004.
Tim Collie and Mike Stocker of the
South Florida Sun-Sentinel, for their story
"Haiti: The Eroding Nation,"
published on Dec. 7, 2003.
Denis Hayes, president of the Bullitt
Foundation and a member of the award
committee, explained the committee's
rationale in an email:
"You won this year's Oakes Award
against incredibly
big league, prestigious, rich competitors, and the finalists
had all done excellent journalism ... The
deciding factors were your extensive
digging into the complex details and
laying them out clearly, your fearless
naming of names (that was perhaps your
largest differentiation from some mainline publications), and your scrupulous
truth telling ... It is a great tribute co you
personally that you won it over folks
with vastly greater resources at their
disposal."
Cascadia Times is deeply honored co
receive the John B. Oakes Award. We
thank our many subscribers and "supporters who helped us grow over the
years and made this honor possible.
We
also
thank
the
Alaska
Conservation
Foundation for its support
for "Breaking Point in the Bering Sea,"
and many others for their generous
donations.
•
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BREAi<ING POINT IN
THE BERING SEA
CAN COLL"APSING WILDLIFE WITHSTAND
AMERICA'S BIGGEST FISHERY?
By Paul Koberstein

St. Paul, Pribilof
Islands, Alaska -

elsewhere. But the
fishery managers are so
intertwined with the
industry they regulate,
it's sometimes difficult
to tell them apart.
Some scientist also
blame factors other
than fishing for the
Bering Sea's problems ..
But their opinion is not
· unanimously shared,
and there are questions
about the independence of some of those
scientists, given the
industry's control over
their funding and influence over their work.

haped like a diamond
and
perched on top of
the Pacific Ocean, the
Bering Sea is one of the
richest cold water
ecosystems m the
world, if not the very
richest. Deep ocean
currents gathering in
far regions of the globe
terminate in the Bering
Sea after traveling for
centuries, with a vast ON THE ROCKS - Since 1976, the number of newborn northern fur seal pups (like the one
i_n the major breeding areas on the Pribilof Islands has dropped by more than 57 percent. In
accumulation of nutri- above)
2004, the decline exceeded 15 percent. The global population of northern fur seals, of which about
ents in tow.
74 percent breeds in the Pribilofs, has dropped more than 40 percent since 2000, accordingto a new
Other scientists not ·
The Bering Sea is report from NOAA Fisheries. Photo by Paul Koberstein/Cascadia Times
funded by the industry
where America gets
say federal fishery manhalf its seafood, and yet this wealthy ecosystem may be agers have largely ignored fishing's effects on the ecosystem.
approaching the point of collapse.
These other scientists' call to slow down the fishing as a
In the 1980s and 1990s, the population of Steller sea lions means to stop the crash of species. has been controversial,
crashed in the Bering Sea. Today, its population remains contentious and largely unheeded by fishery managers.
close to its all-time low. For years, the northern fur seal in
How much of the Bering Sea's resources can be removed
the Bering Sea has been headed in a similar direction. Its by humans without causing the ecosystem to significantly
collapse has accelerated since 2000.
degrade?_No one knows, says Timothy Ragen, Ph.D., of the
-These are just two of the many species that have suffered U.S. Marine Mammal Commission and a f.ormer scientist~
major population losses since the U.S. commercial fishing with NOAA Fisheries in Alaska. "Fisheries scientists and:
industry set up shop in the Bering Sea in the 1970s.
managers have failed to examine the fundamental question! ·
The North Pacific· Fishery Management Council and of whether such reduct.ions are safe for marine ecosystems."!
NOAA Fisheries - two federal entities within the U.S.
In this special report, Cascadia Times investigates the~
Department of Commerce that regulate the Alaska commer- growth of fishing and the collapse of species in the Bering~
cial fishing industry. - say they are not at fault for the Sea, and asks these questions: Has this rich but fragile;
ecosystem's troubles. Instead, they claim to have the finest· marine ecosystem reached the breaking point? And if so,~
system for managing fisheries in the world, and point fingers what can be done about it?
continued on Page 5
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Wil_dUfe_ declin_es in thJ .. Galapagos of the North"
he Bering Sea, with its abundant marine
mammal, fish and seabird species, has been
compared to waters off the Galapagos Islands
for its natural wealth as well as its fragility.
Over the last half century, the U.S., Russia and
Japan have transformed the Bering Sea into one of
the richest fisheries in the world. Both the U.S. and
Russia catch half their fish from the Bering Sea.
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Extinct species
MARINE MAMMALS
Steller Sea Cow
Last seen in 177 0

Declining species
SEABIRDS/SEA DUCKS
Spectacled Eider
Declared threatened 1993

King Eider
Declined 31% /970s-/990s

Steller's Eider
DmllnEdltlbreatened 1997
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Declined 40% since 1977

Thick-billed murre on St.
Paul Island. Alaska. has
declined 40 percent since
1977

Oveiftshed in 1960s

Red-legged Kittiwake

Aleutian Islands Pollock

Declined 38% since 1977

Stock declined 43 percent since
1992

Black-Legged Kittiwake

Donut Hole Pollock

Declined 57% since 1977

Short-Tailed Albatross

Fishery closed 1993

Bogoslov Island Pollock

Declared endangered 1970

MARINE MAMMALS
Northern Fur Seal

Declined 80 percent 197 4-1995

a::
w

FISH
Pacific Ocean Perch

Declined 67% since 1977

Thick-Billed Murre

Harbor Seal, Pribilof Group

lf)

Declared endangered 1970

Common Murre

Declared threatened 1990
Western stock declared endangered 1997
Declined 81 percent since 1979

c:ii
c
~

from the the Aleutian Islands on the south to the 53mile-wide Bering Strait between Russia and Alaska
on the north.
Maps and charts on this and the following pages
show the places where wildlife live and forage in the
Eastern Bering Sea, and the progression of wildlife
declines over the
last two decades. •

Humpback Whale

Declined 90%

Steller Sea Lion

c

z

Common Eider

Declared depleted 1988

•
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The Bering's western part is Russian territory, and
the eastern portion belongs to the United States. A
section in the middle, the "Donut Hole," is actually
international waters. Fished out in the early 1990s,
the Donut Hole has been off-limits to trawling since
1993 by international agreement.
These 878,000 square miles of ice, wind and
wildlife extend

Northern Sea Otter
Declined 7 0 percent between
1992 and 2000; another 68
percent from 2000 to 2003
Proposed threatened 2004

A platter of Bering Sea snow
crab prepared by Pribilof Aleuts

Fishery closed 1993

Pribilof Area Halibut
Catch down 47% since 1999

CETACEANS
Blue Whale
Declared endangered 1970

Fin Whale
Declared endangered 1970

Northern Right Whale

Bering Sea Sablefish
Stock declined 48% since 1985

Bering Sea Greenland turbot
Stock declined 7 4% since 1980
Rougheye Rockfish
Stock declined 60% since 1980

Declared endangered 1970

Bowhead Whale
Declared endangered 1970

Sei Whale
Declared endangered 1970

Sperm Whale
Declared endangered 1970

CRAB
Bristol Bay Red King Crab
Sharp declines 1980-83, 1993;
Fishery closed 1983, 1994,
1995; still far below 1980
peak; remains open

Young black-legged kittiwake
on St. Paul Island.
Pribilof Red King Crab
Long-term decline
Fishery closed since 1999

St. Matthew Blue King Crab
Fishery closed since 1999
Declared overfished 1999

Pribilof Blue King Crab
Fishery closed since 1999
Declared overfished 2002

Tanner Crab
Fishery closed since 1997
'Declared overfished 1999

Snow (Opilio) Crab
Declined precipitously in 1999
Declared overfished 1999
Fishery remains open

Korean Hair Crab
Several years of decline
Fishery dosed since 2001

"We do not know the full effects of commercial fishing on the environment. nor do we
understand the effects of fishing on the ecosystem and its processes." - NOAA Fisheries
continued from Page 3

Conflictsand Interests
he North Pacific Fishery
Management Council plays two
roles in Alaska's oceans: regulate
the commercial fishing industry, and
promote it. In reality, it is constantly
under pressure to do less of the former
and more of the latter.
And who is the North Pacific Fishery
Management Council? Simply put, it is
the fishing industry itself. Its roots go
back to 1976, when Congress passed the
Magnuson Act giving the fishing industry the authority to help regulate itself in
all U.S. waters. To help run Alaska fisheries, Congress created the Council, an
11-member federal advisory panel that
today includes four seafood industry lobbyists and executives, two commercial
fishing vessel owners, one executive of
an Anchorage bank that makes loans to
commercial fishers, and four state government officials. Governors have the
authority to appoint seven of the 11
members, but they have not picked anyone who is not financially vested in the
seafood industry, including a conservation advocate.
The Council's loyalty to the industry
is readily apparent from its roster. All but
one of the 11 Council members owe
their livelihoods to the industry. The
one who doesn't is president of a bank
that has a strong business interest in the
industry.
Council chair Stephanie Madsen, for
instance, is also a lobbyist for the Pacific
Seafood Processors Association, a trade
group that represents eight Japaneseowned fish processors in addition to one
Canadian subsidiary and two domestic
companies. Council Member Dave
Benson works for Trident Corp., a
Seattle-based company that operates a
fleet of factory trawlers and more than 10
processing plants on shore. John Bundy
is president and part owner of Glacier
Fish Company, a Seattle-based company
that operates· two factory trawlers and a
longline vessel. Doug Hoedel, the
Council's newest member, owns one
bottom trawler, the Peggy Jo, with a reputation for destroying large amounts of
halibut in its pursuit of other fish. In
September, the Peggy Jo netted 127
pounds of halibut for every 100 pounds
of Pacific cod in its nets, the worst
bycatch in the Kodiak groundfish fleet.
By law he was required to toss the halibut back to sea, presumably all dead.
The seafood processors that employ
Madsen, Benson and Bundy are doing
particularly well from this Council. The
Council has kept the groundfish haul at
record high levels, and plans to expand
it. And the Council has given the processors exclusive rights to process and sell
Bering Sea crab despite antitrust concerns voiced repeatedly by the U.S.
Department of Justice.
While council members provide useful insights on complicated fishery matters, council members do vote their own
company's financial self interest at times
at the expense of conservation and less

T

PIT STOP - The catcher vessel Vanguard pulls into the St. Paul Island harbor in the Pribilofs. The port is known in the industry as the "gas station of the Bering Sea:' Below trawl gear aboard the vessel American Beauty as it docks in St. Paul Harbor. Photos
by Paul Koberstein/Cascadia Times

politically powerful participants in the
fishery. Congress specifically exempted
Council members from "conflict of interest" laws that apply to all other government officials.
Its members find it hard to believe
anyone would think the Bering Sea fishery isn't sustainable. "W,e are very proud
of our record in the North Pacific,"
Madsen told the Senate Subcommittee
on Oceans, Fisheries and the Coast
Guard at a hearing on September 14.
··
Madsen held up Alaska fisheries as a model for how things should run.
"Our formula for sustainable fisheries," Madsen told "involves strong science and research programs, an effective
reporting and in-season management
program, a comprehensive observer program, limitations on fishing capacity,
precautionary and conservative catch
limits, strict limits on bycatch and discards, habitat protection measures,
incorporation of ecosystem considerations, and an open public process that
involves stakeholders at all levels."
But Madsen did not tell the subcommittee about the steep decline in
species that has occurred since the
Council began managing fisheries in the
Bering Sea. or did she bring up her
loyalty to the seafood processing industry, her other employer, or the seafood
companies that have a keen financial
stake in what she does at the Council.
The industry has amassed an aggressive public relations campaign to defend

the North Pacific Council
from the charge that it is damaging the Bering Sea ecosystern. At the forefront of this
effort ts the
Marine
Conservation Alliance, led
until recently by Ron Clarke.
Clarke.wrote in the Anchorage
Daily News in May 2004 that
Bering Sea stocks are "amazingly - abundant" and "hardly
dented" by the "scientifically
managed" annual harvests. "If
other regions can learn from
our success, there will be
enough fish, and enough seafood, for
generations to come," he added.
The Marine Conservation Alliance
was formed in 2001 by Trevor McCabe
and other industry leaders to try to give
the industry a single voice on environmental issues. McCabe, the former fisheries aide to Sen. Ted Steven, was director of the At-Sea Processors Association,
a group of politically powerful factory
trawlers based in Seattle.
The MCA's name implies a oonservation mission, but it has strenuously
opposed numerous measures to protect
the endangered Steller sea lion, saying
they are not necessary. The MCA has
fought protection for habitat used by
fish and other marine life. And in 2004,
it filed a protest against a proposal to
protect the collapsing population of
northern sea otters in the Bering Sea
under the Endangered Species Act.

In all, 37 entities are members of the
MCA, including virtually all seafood
processors, and many commercial fishing
companies, cooperatives, consultants
and community development quota
groups.
How close are the MCA and the
Council? They are connected by a
revolving door: the MCA is now headed
by David Benton, the former North
Pacific Councii Chair who left that post
in 2003. And in December 2004, the AtSea Processors hired Council member
Kevin Duffy as their new CEO.
,

The Crash of Species
nder the watch of the North
Pacific Council and NOAA
Fisheries,
whole groups of
species are declining in the Bering Sea.

U

continued on Page 6
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continued from Page 5

The steepest declines have occurred in
areas with the greatest concentrations
of commercial fishing.
Consider the Bering Sea's marine
mammals. The commercial fishery
removes more than 4 billion pounds of
fish from waters surrounding these
three marine mammal species every
year, placing them at ground zero in the
largest fishery in the United States, and
the second largest in the world.
Since 1979, the western Alaska stock
of the Steller sea lion dropped from
about 109,000 animals to a current population of 20,000, an
81 percent
decline. The start of the decline coincided with the initial buildup of the
U.S. pollock fishery in the Bering Sea
(although foreign fleets had been operating there since the 1930s). In 1997,
the federal government listed the western Alaska stock of Stellers as "endangered" on the Endangered Species List.
The northern fur seal appears to be
tumbling down the same path as the sea
lion, but from far loftier heights. For up
to six months every year, three-fourths
of the world's population of northern
fur seals come to the Pribilof Islands to
breed. This population peaked atabout
2.1 million in 1950, dropped to about 1
million in 2000 and is now estimated at
688,000.
Since 1994 the northern fur seal in
the Eastern Pacific has lost 33 percent
of its population, according to a preliminary draft report rom th.
ationa
Marine Mammal Laboratory in Seattle.
Since 1975, the number of fur seals
born each year has plummeted 57 percent. Since 2000, the pup decline has
exceeded 22 percent, and in 2004 alone
the number dropped 15 percent.
From 1975 to 1995, harbor seals were
down 80 percent in the Bering Sea
The sea otter in the Aleutian Islands
has suffered one· of the steepest drops,
losing 70 percent of its population
between 1992 and 2000, and a further
68 percent from 2000 to 2003. In 2004
the Interior Department proposed to
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list the Aleutian sea
otter
under
the
Endangered Species
Act as "threatened."
What's
behind
these crashes? NOAA
Fisheries has spent
$130
million
on
Steller
sea
lion
research since 2000,
but has starved any
research on the other
species. The federal
northern
fur seal
research budget was
slashed
from
$100,000 in 2003 to
$0 in 2004. There's
been little research
and no published
data on Bering Sea
TWO ON THE DECLINE - The northern fur seal, shown above on a St. Paul
harbor seal populations since 1995.
Island rookery in the Pribilofs, has experienced a 40 to 50 percent decline since 2000.
And there is little research showing
Photo
by Paul Koberstein/Cascadia Times. The below photo is of a large male Steller
whether commercial fishing played
surrounded
by females and pups at Cape Sarichef, on Unimak Island, overlooking
any role in the sea otter's decline,
though most experts believe the Unimak Pass. Sine 1979, the population of Steller sea lions has declined by 81 percent
impact has been small. The U.S. in the western Gulf of Alaska, Bering Sea and Aleutian Island region. The start of the
Marine Mammal Commission is call- decline coincided with the initial buildup of the U.S. pollock fishery in the Bering Sea.
ing for further study.
~hoto by Ward Testa of the National Marine Mammal Laboratory in Anchorage.
The Bering Sea's crab stocks have
been reduced to a mere shadow of
their former prominence. All seven
major commercial stocks have fallen
sharply in recent years. Fishing is
closed on five of these stocks, and
four have been declared "overfished." The crabs live on the
Conrinenta Shelf in areas that are
heavily dragged with bottom trawl
gear.
Some fish-eating seabirds nesting
in the Pribilof Islands forage on the
same species caught in the Bering
Sea fishery. These colonies are
among the largest in the Pacific
Ocean. Since 1977, the U.S. Fish
and Wildlife Service has measured
significant population declines for
kittiwakes and murres, but has only
limited data on many other species,
i:ougheye rockfish, down 62 percent unknown, despite millions of dollars
such as puffins. The red-legged kittisince 1980, according to stock assess- spent on fisheries research in the
wake isdown 38 percent, while the ment;' by NOAA Fisheries.
Bering Sea every year.
.
black-legged variety has lost 57 perThe sharp decline in rougheye rockOne stock that appears to be doing
cent of its population. The thickfish stocks in the Aleutians is particular- quite well is the walleye pollock,
billed murre is down 40 percent, and
ly troubling. These fish live up to 205 Alaska's biggest money fish. The polthe common murre is down· 67 peryears, rarely reproduce and are consid- lock stock in the Bering Sea remained
cent. Since 1983, at least seven large, ered one of the longest-lived marine
steady from 1983 to .2003. However, in
wrecks - major bird die-offs -have species on the planet. A rougheye rock- the Gulf of Alaska, the size of the poldecimated murres, kittiwakes, and fish born right after the Declaration of lock stock fell 70 percent over that perishearwaters. Five ·of these wrecks
Independence was signed might still be od. In the Aleutian Islands, pollock
have been blamed on starvation. The
alive today. Under NOAA Fisheries'
declined 80 percent from peak revels
most recent wreck, in 2004, hit the
management, rockfish have sharply from the 1980s to the 1990s. The fishparakeet auklet population in the
declined throughout the West Coast, a ery was closed in 1998, and appears to
Pribilofs.
fact that is seen by critics as evidence
have recovered somewhat since then,
At least four of the commercially
that federal fishery management is fun- although the quality of this data is poor,
valuable fish species in the· Bering
damentally flawed -,
according to NOAA Fisheries. The
Sea are losing population, including
Of the 121 stocks managed by the North Pacific Council plans to reopen
the Greenland turbot, down 74 perNorth Pacific Fishery Management
the Aleutian Islands pollock fishery in
cent since 1980; sablefish (or black
Council, 13 are not overfished or 2005, near Steller sea lion haulouts and
cod), down 48 percent since 1985;
approaching an overfished condition, rookeries.
Aleutian Island Atka Mackerel,
including those four species. As for the
down 44 percent since 1992; and remaining 108 stocks, their status is

The Big Gamble
ommercial fishing in the
Bering Sea is the
nation's most dangerous
and deadly occupation, yet the
annual production of $1.5 billion worth of seafood products
apparently makes it all worthwhile. This is an industry that
takes high risks in the normal
course of business - risks that
it passes off not just to its workers, but to the entire ecosystem.
NOAA Fisheries
and the
North Pacific Council are the
key players in the federal system that is supposed to protect
the ecosystem. Many praise
the Council for its "conservative" approach to managing the
so-called "money fish"
chiefly walleye pollock, a type
of cod - that produce wealth
and jobs for the industry, communities and workers.
By the the two entities' own
standards,
most of these
"money fish" apparently are
doing fine, but other species
are not, leading some to contend that they have been blind
to the Bering Sea's growing
problems.
NOAA Fisheries, which has
final authority over Bering Sea
fisheries, has failed in its obligation to protect marine
ecosystems as required.by th
nation's primary fisheries law,
the 1976 Magnuson-Stevens
Sustainable Fisheries Act, says
Timothy Ragen of the U.S.
Marine Mammal Commission
and a former marine mammal
scientist in Alaska with NOAA
Fisheries. He says the agency
has also failed to protect habitat
under the Endangered Species
Act and the Marine Mammal
Protection Act.
Jim Balsinger, director of the
NOAA Fisheries regional office
inAlaska, acknowledges that in
the past the agency has at times
ignored legal requirements to
protect endangered Steller sea
lions. As Balsinger said in testimony in 2002 before the U.S.
Commission on Ocean Policy,
"With some 140 lawsuits against
us now we've learned that it
doesn't work not to follow the
law. So that part of it is fixed."
Critics doubt it's been fixed.
The agency has always assumed
that the amount of fishing in the
Bering Sea is safe for other
species, but it acknowledges
that it has no proof to back that
up. In its most comprehensive
review ever of Alaska fisheries
- an Environmental Impact
Statement issued in July 2004

C

SAGGING SEABIRD NUMBERS - Four prominent species of fish-eating
seabirds in the Pribilof Islands suffered declines of 38 percent to 67 percent. The status of others, like the tufted puffin ( with the orange beak, above) and the red-faced cormoranr (top) is unknown. Photo by Paul Kobersteia/ Cascadia Times
- NOAA Fisheries left many key
questions unanswered, despite 7,000
pages of data and analysis.
For example, the EIS warned that
federal policies are having "largely
unknown" effects on the ecosystem.
Federal decisions are riddled with
uncertainty, key information simply
doesn't exist, and operating hunches
have never been verified. "We do not
know the full effects of commercial
fishing on the environment, nor do we
understand the effects of fishing on the
ecosystem and its processes," NOAA
Fisheries said.
And so, if you wanted to know how
many fish can be removed without
harming northern fur seals or Steller sea
lions, you would not find the answer in
the EIS. If you asked whether the traditional species-by-species management
system used by the North Pacific
Council is compatible with maintaining
healthy ecosystems, the EIS will not
give you an answer.
Nor would you find any definitive
description of what is tearing the Bering
Sea ecosystem - the exorbitantly rich
Bering Sea ecosystem - to shreds.

CROWDED CLIFF - Thick-billed murres at left forage for fish from a
rocky cliff on St. Paul Island. Populations of thick-billed murres have
declined by 40 percent in the Pribilofs since the 1970s. The number of com-

mon murres in the islands is down 67 percent. Photo by Paul
Koberstein/Cascadia Times

Mostly, you would find speculation that
suggests something else is to blame.
In 2005, Congress will debate a new
National Ocean Policy. It will hear the
industry urge it to use Alaska as the
model for how things should be run for
all the nation's fisheries in the future. If
the Bering Sea's troubles have been
prompted by decisions made by both
North Pacific Council and NOAA
Fisheries, Congress needs to know that
before it builds a new system for managing oceans with a blueprint for ecological disaster.

The Junk Food Theory
t's tempting to blame the North
Pacific Council or NOAA Fisheries
for the Bering Sea's sad condition.
But the industry: is looking hard for
other; plausible explanations.' Climate
change has made the Bering Sea slightly warmer, and some scientists say the
change has helped. certain species do
better, while others have done worse.
But over time these changes in sea temperatures and other ocean conditions ~
have been shown to swing back in the z
opposite directions at regular intervals rri
of about once a decade. The industry ;;o
and some scientists also blame killer 1::5
0
whales or an over-abundance of suppos- u,

I

continued on Page 8
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THE BERING 00
dynamic, and fish stocks increase or
decrease in response to environmental
changes, and generally not in response
to the levels of fishing mortality found in
our fisheries today."
But in 1996 the National Research
Council found it "extremely unlikely
that the productivity
of
the
Bering
Sea
ecosystem
can
sustain
current
rates of human
exploitation,
as
well as the large
population
of
marine mammals
and bird species
that
existed
before
known
exploitation
especially recent
exploitation
began."
And Dr. Vera
NO PROTECTION - The North Pacific Council has failed Alexander,
to sufficiently protect important habitat areas for deep sea retired dean of
coi:31, sponge and other marine life from damage caused by the School · of
Fisheries
and
bottom trawling. Oceana, The Ocean Conservancy and the
Ocean Sciences
Alaska Marine Conservation Council are among groups workat the University
ing to protect deep sea habitat like this coral forest in the
of
Alaska
Aleutian Islands. Photo Courtesy NOAA Fisheries.

continued from Page 7

edly low-nutrition pollock in marme
mammal diets.
Former Council Chair David Benton
(now the head of the MCA) told the U.S.
Oceans Commission in 2002, "The
marine ecosystems off Alaska are

Fairbanks, said at a recent science conference, "Our knowledge of the region's
resources is inadequate for understanding the ecological impact of removing
large numbers of a single species."
While the ecosystem is exceedingly
complex, the Council's system for deciding how many fish the industry can
remove in the harvest is remarkably simple. Entire food webs can be affected by
a single Council decision pertaining to a
single species of fish, but the Council

considers only the fish. "Effects on the
ecosystem are largely ignored," says
Ragen.
Neither NOAA Fisheries or the North
Pacific Council sees any reason to make
any significant changes in the way
Alaska fisheries are managed.
"I believe that our level of removals in
the EBS (Eastern Bering Sea) are sufficiently conservative,"
says Council
member Arne Fuglvog, a halibut longliner from Petersburg, Alaska. "We are

Four fish stocks decline sharply, others head in unknown directions
y its own definition, the North Pacific Fishery Management Council
says none of the groundfish stocks under its watch are "overfished."
The Council, however, is only referring to the 13 groundfish stocks for
which it has enough data to assess their condition. And of these, three have
suffered steep declines in the Bering Sea, sablefish, Aleutian Atka mackerel
and Greenland turbot.
Another group of fish, known as rockfish, may also be in trouble. Data on
the rougheye rockfish shows a long, steep decline. The council has too little
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data to assess more than 100 other species under is authority .
Another 1,000 species are pulled from the sea and discarded. These discards, called bycatch, exceed 300 million pounds a year. Because the target
catch is so huge in the Bering Sea, even 300 million pounds represents a relatively small 8-9 percent. But 300 million pounds of wasted marine life can
hardly be characterized as "minimized" as required by federal law. And this
number doesn't include the corals and other seafloor life that is also destroyed
as bycatch. Source: NOAA Fisheries Stock Assessments

Rougheye Rockfish

Sablefish (Black Cod)

Aleutian Atka Mackerel

In the Bering Sea more than half of

The Sablefish, or black cod, is a
prized commercial species that.
spawns near the Continental Shelf..
The Bering Sea population has
dropped to 40 of its unfished level i
2004. The size of the stock has
declined 48 percent since the peak
in 1985, as shown below. The catch
has been reduced by 61 percent
since the peak in 1988 because of
declines .

A type of greenling, Atka Mackerel
grows to about 2 pounds. Since its
peak population size in 1992, the
Atka mackerel has declined nearly
44 percent, as shown below. Along
with pollock and cod, Atka mackerel
in the Aleutians is a main prey for
Steller sea lions. The stock size has
dropped below the level necessary to
sustain the sea lion.

the rockfish catch is discarded.
Rougheye rockfish are of great concern. The population dropped an
estimated 61percent from the early
1980s to 2004, as shown below. The
Council's own data shows that rougheye rockfish in the Aleutian Islands
are being overfished. but the Council
does not acknowledge that. Another
28 rockfish species may be at risk.

Greenland Turbot (also known as
Greenland halibut) has declined by
nearly 82 percent since 1972, and has
dropped by more than half since
1990, as shown below. Nevertheless,
the North Pacific Council refuses to
declare the stock overfished, and has
increased the harvest level relative to
the original size of the stock several
times in recent years .

taking a small fraction of the fish and
with Steller sea lions for pollock,"
_using very conservative harvest rates. I Alverson wrote in a paper published on
listen to our scientific advisors when it - the web site of the At-Sea Processors
comes to this and I believe that we have
(www.atsea.org).
a 25-year history of conservative pollock
But two studies released in 2004 show
management.
That stock is in very good
that Steller sea lions do in fact eat the
shape. None of our groundfish stocks are same big fish favored by the fishery. The
overfished and all are managed very constudies are: Sizes of walleye po/lock and
servatively."
Atka mackerel consumed by the western stock
The Council's policies are based on a of Steller sea lions in Alaska from 1998 to
design created by Congress, but in the
2000, by Tonya K. Zeppelin, et. al.; and
last two years roundly criticized by the
Sizes of walleye po/lock consumed by the
U.S. Commission on Ocean Policy and
eastern stock of Stellersea lions in Southeast
the Pew Oceans Commission. Both pan- Alaska from 1994 to 1999, by Dominic J.
els found that U.S. ocean policies are not
Tollit et. al. Both are published in
based on principles of ecosystem health
Fishery Bulletin, Vol. 102, No. 3, U.S.
and integrity, sustainability
and precauDepartment of Commerce, July 2004.
tion. Both recommended a new ocean
"Considerable overlap ... in the size of
policy that gives scientist a stronger role
walleye pollock and Atka mackerel
in making decisions about for conservataken by Steller sea lions and the sizes of
tion of marine resources.
these species caught by the commercial
The North Pacific Council strongly
trawl fishery were demonstrated," the
opposes these recommended
changes.
Zeppelin paper states.
·
Instead, the Council has shown considStudies show that the fishery is reducerable interest in research conducted by ing the number of adult pollock. If the
scientists whose work is partially or three marine mammals continue to
wholly funded by the commercial fishcrash, the Council may be called upon to
ing industry. The results of this research
reduce those harvests.
Even
often absolves the industry for any
Alverson, the industry consultant,
blame for causing these declines. These
recognizes the potential value in
theories, however, are being underreducing pollock harvests.
mined by results from new studies.
"Reducing pollock fishing results
For many years, scientists that advise
in a larger adult population and a
the Council thought that marine mamsmaller juvenile pollock populamals ate young, tiny pollock, and the
tion," Alverson states on the At-Sea
commercial fisheries took the older and
Processors web site.
bigger pollock. Because the scientists
The C_ouncil also embraces the
thought the mammals and the fishery
controversial conclusions reached
took fish of different sizes, they specuby scientists - many funded by the
lated that the fishery did little harm to fishing industry - who attribute
the sea lion. This theory helped the fishthe declines to the mysterious
ing industry and others justify the large
effects of changing ocean condipollock harvests in or near sea lion habitions, on the rapacious appetites of
tat. Results from major studies by the
killer whales, or on some other
National Resource Council in 2003 and
cause not related to commercial
the Marine Stewardship
Council may
fishing. Although these theories
have been skewed for failing to accucontain nuggets of truth, they have
rately identify the size of fish eaten by never been verified, and increasing
the mammals. With this new data, it evidence suggests they cannot
appears findings in both studies are in explain the crash of species in the
need of updating.
Bering Sea.
Dr. Dayton "Lee" Alverson, a profesIt is true, for instance, viat some
sor at the University of Washington and
killer whales do consume marine
an influential
consultant
to Alaska's
mammals. But scientists have no
seafood industry, has been one of the
evidence they eat enough of them
leading advocates of the discredited thecause an entire species to collapse.
ory.
And there are more marine mam"Pollock fisheries do not compete_
mal-eating
killer
whales
in

Southeast Alaska, even though that area
is seeing an increase in sea lion numbers.
Southeast Alaska lacks the intensive
trawl fisheries that are prevalent near sea
lion rookeries in the Aleutian Island and
the Bering Sea. Even proponents of the
"killer whale theory" acknowledge it is
entirely speculative.
The industry also blames changing
ocean conditions for the decline of
Bering Sea species. In about 1977, a
series of climactic measurements in the
Bering Sea suddenly changed. Some
industry-funded scientists say that these
changes led to an increase in some
species such as pollock, and declines in
other species like herring. They also say
the changes forced the Steller sea lion to
switch from a high-calorie diet dominated by herring to a less-nutritious diet
featuring pollock.
Proponents of this theory, led by Dr.
Andrew Trites of the University of
British Columbia, speculate that the sea
lions are dying from eating too much
pollock, which he dismisses as a "junk
food." The pollock catchers, in other

HERRING: .70 to 3.32
CAPELIN: .70 to 2.13

-

PACIFIC COD: .82 to 1.37
ATKA MACKEREL: .94 to 2.69
SALMON: 1.3 to 2.08

-

PRIBILOFCHORALE
Three
female northern fur seals appear to have
joined together in song on a St. Paul
Island rookery, above. In the photos at
left and at the top of the opposite page,
northern fur seal adult females and
their
pups.
Photos
by
Paul
Koberstein/Cascadia

Times

words, are doing the sea lions a favor by
removing a relatively worthless fish from
their diets. Presumably the sea lion
would be most pleased to see the pollock wiped out altogether.
In the light of recent research, however, the "junk food" theory is looking less
likely. While true that ocean conditions
regularly shift in the North Pacific, and
that the changes seen in 1977 were the
most significant in 50 years, conditions
reversed themselves in 1989 and again
in 1998. Lowell Fritz, director of the
National Marine Mammal Laboratory in
Seattle, a federal agency, has found serious inconsistencies by re-constructing
historical data. Pollock has always been
abundant in the Bering Sea - always far
more abundant than herring, and always
a major part of the sea lion diet. Fritz
presented these results at a conference
in September 2004.
New data from the National Marine
Mammal Lab shows that pollock has an
energy content similar to other fish (see
chart at left), a fact that raises further
questions about whether pollock is any
more of a "junk food" than other fish.
Other than herring and euchalon, most
range from 1 to 2 kilocalories per gram.
Evidence that marine mammal food is
low on nutrition "is not really that
strong," Fritz says.
n
The question is whether there's:
enough food, when the animals need it, ~
in a location where they can get it.
;!
If Fritz is correct, then the Council's -t
pollock fishery may be pushing marine i
mammals further into harm's way. As for;
the effects on the rest of the ecosystem, ::E
it seems nobody really knows.
•
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THE BERING~
North Pacific Council: Swirling
Who's their boss? North
Pacific Council members
draw paychecks from
industry they regulate
Stephanie Madsen, Juneau.
Council Chair. Member since 2001.
Term expires 2007. Occupation:
Processor lobbyist.
CONFLICTS: Registered as a lobbyist for the Pacific Seafood Processors
Association, a trade group for 11 mostly foreign-owned companies that operate shore-side and mothership processor operations. In June 2004 she voted
to grant a monopoly to crab processors
in Alaska despite anti-trust warnings from the U.S Department of
Justice ..
INTERESTS: Eight of the 11
members of PSPA are owned by
Japanese corporations with subsidiaries that own major fish processing facilities throughout coastal
Alaska:
• North Pacific Processors, Inc.
subsidiary of Marubeni Corp.
• Westward Seafoods, Inc., subsidiary of Maruha Corp., Japan's
top seafood producer and a
Fortune 500 company.
• Supreme Alaska Seafoods, Inc. ·
subsidiary of Maruha Corp.
• Western Alaska Fisheries.tsubsidiary
of Maruha Corp.
• UniSea Inc., subsidiary of Nippon
Suisan Kaisha Ltd, Japan's second
largest marine products firm.
• Alyeska Seafoods, Inc., subsidiary
of Maruha Corp.
• Peter Pan Seafoods, subsidiary of
Nichiro Corporation of Japan.
• Golden Alaska Inc., subsidiary of
Nichiro Corporation of Japan.
David Benson, Kingston, Wash.
Council member since 2003. Term
expires 2006. Occupation: CatcherProcessor executive.
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CONFLICTS: Employed by
Trident Seafoods Corp., a Seattlebased company with a fleet of processing boats and trawlers .and more than
10 processing plants on shore. 2002
sales: $650 million. Products: pollock,
pollock roe and crab. For years,
Trident has led the campaign for
exclusive rights to process Bering Sea
seafood. As a council member, Benson
has voted in favor of granting those
rights. Benson served previously on
the North Pacific Council's "Advisory
Panel" when in 2002 it voted against

in a sea of conflicts

majority of North Pacific Fishery Management Council members - six of the 11 - work
for the commercial fishing industry in Alaska. A seventh is an Anchorage bank executive.
The other four Council members represent state fishery agencies in Alaska, Washington
and Oregon; and the National Marine Fisheries Service regional office in Alaska. All 11 are insiders, working in various ways to keep Alaska's fishing industry alive and prosperous. What's not
clear is who is working for the public interest.

A

imposing a restriction on fishing for
overfished snow crab. Benson said the
proposed limit "diminishes the value
of investments made by processors."
Like Trident, for example.

1975. He is half-owner of the Kamilar
and Mitkof commercial fishing vessels.
He fishes for halibut, sablefish (black
cod) and crab, and operates a salmon
tender in the summer.

INTERESTS: Benson is a board
member of the Marine Conservation
Alliance, an industry group at the forefront of efforts blocking increased protection for marine mammals and deep
sea corals and sponge in the Bering

INTERESTS:
He is president of
Petersburg Vessel Owners Association,
PVOA, a mostly small boat organization of independent fishing families.

In 2003 and 2004. Bundy and Benson
voted to expancj the pollack harvest in
areas within the endanqere d Steller
.sea lion's critical habitat. Bundy's
business and Benson's employer would
have benefited from more pollack.
but the motion failed·.
Sea. Trident is among the 8 member
companies of the politically powerful
At-Sea Processors Association.
John Bundy, Seattle. Council member since 1999. Term expires 2005.
Occupation: Catcher-Processor
executive.
CONFLICTS: President and part· .
owner of Glacier Fish Company, a
Seattle-based company that operates
two pollock factory trawlers and one
freezer longliner in the North Pacific.
INTERESTS: Bundy is a board
member of the At-Sea Processors
Association, of which Glacier Fish is a
member. Norton Sound Economic
Development Cooperative, an organization representing 15 native villages,
is half owner of Glacier Fish. The
cooperative gets SO percent of Glacier
Fish's profits.
Arne Fuglvog, Petersburg, Alaska.
Council member since 2003. Term
expires 2006. Occupation: Fishing
vessel owner.
CONFLICTS: Arne Fuglvog has
been a commercial longliner since

Hazel Nelson, Anchorage. Council
member since 2001. Term expires
2007. Occupation: Village executive.
CONFLICTS: Employed as president of Becharof Corp., the Native corporation for the village of Egegik, and
is a board member of the Bristol Bay
Economic Development Corporation
which invests in many fishery related
businesses.
INTERESTS: The Western Alaska
Community DevelopmentQuota
(CDQ) Program, which allocates a percentage of all Bering Sea and Aleutian
Islands quotas for groundfish, prohibited species, halibut, and crab to eligible
communities. The purpose of the
CDQ Program is to provide the means
for starting or supporting commercial
fisheries businesses that would boost
an ongoing, regionally based, fisheriesrelated economy in Western Alaska.
Douglas Hoedel, Anchorage.
Council member since 2004. Term
expires 2007. Occupation: Fishing
vessel owner.

CONFLICTS: Hoedel, of
Anchorage and Kodiak, is a 30-year
Alaska fishermen, and has participated
in many different fisheries, using all
types of gear. He owns a trawl vessel
and fishes in the Gulf of Alaska and
Bering Sea. Before his appointment to
the Council in 2004, Hoedel was widely endorsed by the fishing industry.
INTERESTS: Crabbing. He is the ·
stepson of the late Oscar Dyson, a pioneer in the king crab fishery in
Bristol Bay and a North Pacific
Council member 1985 to 1994.
Hoedel worked on Dyson's boat.
Edward B. Rasmuson,
Anchorage. Council member
since 2004. Term expires 2007.
Occupation: Banker, philanthropist.
CONFLICTS: Rasmuson is a
regional president for Wells Fargo in
Alaska, and previously was chairman
of National Bancorp of Alaska before
its merger with Wells Fargo in 2000.
Commercial fishing is important to
the Alaska economy, and to the
bank. In 2000, seafood constituted 43
percent of Alaska's exports and ranked
as its leading employer, according to
National Bancorp's annual report that
year.
INTERESTS: Rasmuson was a
member of the U.S. Commission on
Ocean Policy. His father, Elmer, was a
former CEO of National Bank of
Alaska and was the first chair of the
North Pacific Council. Edward is on
the board of the Rasmuson Fisheries
Research Center at the University of
Alaska Fairbanks.

o one would say that the North
Pacific Fishery Management
Council intentionally pushed
the Bering Sea ecosystem coward collapse. Even so, that appears to be what's
happening.
In recent years, six major decisions by
the Council have played an important
role in the decline of the ecosystem and
its parts, an investigation by Cascadia
Times has found. Among its major findings, Cascadia Times found that the
Council is:

N

1 Pushing the Steller sea lion toward
extinction
The Council has pumped up the pollock catch in areas where Steller sea
lions feed since 1999 by a factor of four
These areas, designated by NOAA
Fisheries as "critical habitat," generally
extend 10 to 20 miles around sea lion
rookeries or haulouts.
From 1990 through 2000, policies and
regulations
recommended by the
Council violated the Endangered
Species Act, federal courts have ruled.
From 1985 to 1990, high pollock catches
in areas important to the Steller sea lion
led to a rapid collapse in population ..
The Council always challenged the evidence, while actively fighting efforts to
reduce the groundfish catch in areas
important to the sea lion. Conservation
groups were forced to go co court to
make sure the Council's regulations
complied with the ESA.
In 2001, the Council appointed a special committee stacked with industry
representatives that overturned protection measures for the sea lion put in
place the year before. The sea lion
decline has slowed considerably since
then, a fact federal scientists say may be
due to measures in effect during the late
1990s. Now that the Council has
increased pollock harvests within sea
lion habitat once· again, some scientists
speculate the marine mammal may be in
for another fall.

2. Pushing the northern fur seal toward a
place on the Endangered Species List
Lactating female northern fur seals
swim as far as 200 miles from their
breeding areas for food for herself and
her offspring. In one 20-square-mile area
next to a breeding area on St. George
Island in the Pribilofs, the Council has
let the pollock catch go up ten-fold
between 1999 and 2002. (A series of five
maps on Page 14 illustrates this progression.) The pollock fleet squeezed 2 percent of its entire Bering Sea catch from
this one tiny area.
An unpublished study by the
National Marine Mammal Laboratory
shows a similar pattern of increased pollock harvests in fur seal foraging areas.
In fact, the northern fur seal is barely
on the Council's radar. It has never made
use of marine mammal productivity
information as a potential indicator of
ecosystem health, according to a group
of independent scientists who reviewed
the Council's habitat protection meas-

ures.
In the last four years, the fur seal has
been mentioned only twice in the minutes of Council meetings, once each in
June and October 2003 when it created a
committee to deal with fur seal issues.
The Northern Fur Seal Committee is
loaded with industry operatives, including Council member David Benson, the
employee of Trident Seafoods; and Paul
MacGregor, an influential lawyer for the
factory trawlers.
3. Failing to address the root cause of the
collapse of Bering Sea crab
Seven crab species have crashed in
the Bering Sea, five crab fisheries are
closed and four species are overfished.
NOAA Fisheries and the Council
responded to this crash in part by developing a monopoly for crab processing
companies. Their "crab rationalization"
plan requires fishermen to sell their
catch to specific companies, creating an
artificial marketplace that the U.S.
Department of Justice says would violate anti-trust laws. What the plan won't
do is address what some scientists say is
a potential root cause of the crab crash:
bottom trawling in spawning habitat.
Crab fishermen in the Bering Sea
have been asking for help in making the
fishery safer. They agreed on a solution
that would end the "race for fish" by allocating quotas among the harvesters.
Seafood processors demanded quotas
too, and threatened to use their vast
political power to block any crab rations
alization plan that failed to also allocate
market shares to the largest players.
Crab fishermen opposed the plan for
fear it would lead to price-fixing among
processors, as well as reduce their ability
to negotiate better prices. The U.S.
Department of Justice said the plan
would likely violate antitrust laws. Yet
the Council recommended the plan, and
Congress ratified it.
4. Failing to sufficiently protect key
marine habitat
The Council has banned bottom
trawling in some habitat areas, but has
never addressed the question whether
the current level of protection is enough.
For example, in 1994 the Council created the Pribilof Habitat Conservation
Area -- a no-trawl zone to protect blue
crab and northern fur seals.
The Council has not monitored or
reviewed the effectiveness of this or any
other protected area in the Bering Sea,
despite repeated requests from its own
scientists to do so. Moreover, the protected areas cover only 4 percent of habitat for the only remaining significant
crab fishery, the snow crab. The snow
crab has been "overfished" since 1999,
yet the Council has taken no steps to
determine whether further habitat protection is necessary, some members of its
Science
and
Statistical
Advisory
Committee (SSC) say.
The SSC has "repeatedly voiced concern" about the Council's failure to
review the effectiveness of closed areas

designed co protect
crabs and Steller sea
lions, says Dr. Keith
Criddle,
an SSC
member who teaches at Utah State
University.
"The failure to
implement
an
FUR SEAL
/
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design means that
PRIBILOF PROTECTEDAREA - The North Pacific
whether crab popuCouncil created a no-trawl zone around the Pribilof Islands
lations (or Steller
in 1994. The zone primarily was designed to protect king
sea lion populacrab from damage from trawling, but northern fur seals
tions) rise or fall
were also expected to benefit from the closed zone.
subsequent to the
Tracking studies showed, however, that lactating female fur
introduction of the
closures, it will not seals forage far beyond the no-trawl zone boundaries. They
be possible to estabtravel up to 200 miles from rookeries on the Pribilof
lish that the closure
Islands out to the green line, above. Fur seals who forage
caused the change
south of St. George Island are especially impacted, as the
in crab populations
council designed the boundaries to minimize impacts on
(or Steller sea lion
commercial fishing in the rich fishing grounds south of
populations),"
that island. Against the repeated advice of its own Science
Criddle says.
and Statistics Committee, the Council has never reviewed
In October 2003,
the zone's effectiveness, and so does .not know whether the
in a widely critizone protects crab, seals any other species.
cized decision, the
Council
voted
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against any protection for "essential fish habitat" damaged
by fishing vessels that drag huge nets
across the sea floor, such as coral or
sponge. It rejected a proposal to designate "Essential Fish Habitat"
even
thought the measure would have only
slightly reduced the total area vessels are
allowed to fish.
NOAA Fisheries, in a recent environmental impact statement, determined
that fisheries were possibly causing
"long term" and "irreversible" damage
to habitat, especially the long-lived oldgrowth corals. A new scientific paper
describes cold water corals in the
Aleutians as probably the evolutionary
center of cold-water corals on the planet.
But the Council decided that any
damage to deep sea habitat is only minor
and temporary. A panel of scientists that
reviewed the decision issued reports in
October 2004 that were highly critical of
the Council's analysis.
"Further protection of those habitats
would be a precautionary step to reduce
the risk of future losses to the stock,
fishery and ecosystem," wrote one of the
reviewers, Dr Asgeir Aglen of Bergen,
Norway.
They found that there's been "no
assessment and little discussion" on how
fishing is affecting spawning areas. They
also were critical of the Council's failure
to recommend no habitat protection
even where substantial local habitat
areas had already been lost.
5. Failing to take into account the needs
of the overall ecosystem
Until 2001, it was Council policy to
allow stocks to fall as low as 2 percent of
their unfished size. In 2001, the Council
raised the threshold to 20. percent for
Steller sea lion prey species only (a
group that includes pollock, Atka mackerel and Pacific cod). For all other

_.

stocks, the minimum size remains 2 percent. This policy is far less conservative
than the national policy of allowing
stocks to fall to 20 percent their original
size without declaring them overfished.
The Council believes it can allow
fishers to remove 60 percent or more of a
stock without significant consequences
for the rest of the ecosystem or on
species that may be threatened or in
danger of extinction.
Neither the
Council nor NOAA Fisheries have ever
proven that this assumption is true, and
many critics contend it is patently false.
6. Failing to significantly reduce halibut

bycatch
The Council has allowed bottom
draggers and others to destroy halibut as
bycatch in fisheries near the Pribilofs. in
"One day one vessel can catch, kill, and
throw away more halibut then the entire
community of St. George gets for their
halibut quota," says Karen Holser of the
Pribilof Islands Stewardship Council.
She says Pribilovians have not been able
to catch their quotas because the pollock
fleet is "scooping up all the fish." The
pollock fleet is required to toss the pollock bycatch back to sea.
"Our people have no fish in their
freezers," says Richard Zacharof, president of the St. Paul Tribal Government. c,
The destruction of halibut around the:
Pribilofs has caused serious damage to~
their economy. In 1997, Pribilof Aleuts:
were allowed to catch 87 percent of their -I
annual quota before the fishery was[i
closed for the year. In 2003, they were~
allowed to take only 42 percent of their ::E
quota before the fishery was closed.
"This is the beginning of the halibut-i
crash," says Kevin Kennedy, marineSB
operations manager at the port on St.~
Paul Island in the Pribilofs. He and oth-~
ers are urging the Council to expand the
no-trawl zone around the islands. •
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ituated at the edge of the
Continental Shelf, the Pribilof
Islands are a group of five volcanic
rocks some 300 miles off the west coast
of Alaska. The Bering Sea surrounds the
islands with its rich diversity of life.
More than 70 percent of the world's
northern fur seals come to the Pribilofs
every summer to breed and feed.
St. Paul, the largest of the group, has
by far the most northern fur seals in the
world. St. George, the second largest
island, has the second largest fur seal
group. Much smaller numbers breed on
Bogoslov Island further south in the
Aleutian chain and on St. Miguel Island
in California.
The northern fur seal's population has
crashed three times in recorded history,
Dr. Roger Gentry wrote in his book,
Behavior and Ecology of the Northern Fur
Seal (Princeton University Press 1998).
"Twice it recovered rapidly when sealing was controlled." The third crash

S

appeared to end in 1983 when the commercial harvest was closed. By the time
Gentry wrote his book in 1998, the population had been stable for 15 years but
had not seen the rapid increase following
previous crashes.
Then in 1998, the fur seal population
began to crash a fourth time. Since 1999,
the total population of northern fur seals
in the Pribilof Islands has dropped from
more than 1 million animals to fewer
than 600,000 in 2004. Since 1975, the
number of fur seals born each year has
plummeted 57 percent. Since 2000, the
pup decline has exceeded 22 percent,
and in 2004 alone the number dropped
15 percent.
As for the total northern fur seal population in the Eastern Pacific, a preliminary draft estimate by the National
Marine Mammal Laboratory in 2004 says
it has dropped nearly 33 percent from
1994 to 2004.
Scientists say the fur seal pups are

particularly vulnerable to food shortages
because they are weaned more abruptly
and have less developed foraging skills.
Fur seal studies show that food shortages
in one season may affect the pregnancy
status of females in subsequent seasons,
blocking estrus, terminating pregnancy,
and preventing lactation.
"It's clearly not good news," says
Lowell Fritz, head of the National
Marine Mammal Laboratory. "It means
one of two things, either the numbers of
females giving birth is a lot lower, or the
birth rate has gone down."
This time, there is no sealing to curtail or blame. Officially, the federal agencies that manage the fur seal
- NOAA Fisheries and the
North
Pacific
Fishery
Management Council - say
they do not know why the fur
seal is in trouble, or what to do
about it.
Could it be that killer
whales are eating the fur seals?
There's some speculation, but
no evidence, of that. Perhaps a
·climate change in 1998 is having an effect. But the 1998

change seems mild compared
to previous climactic shifts. What is certain is that since the 1970s the Bering
Sea has been home to a growing commercial fishing industry that now produces half America's seafood. And since
1999, the pollock catch in fur seal feeding areas has exploded, including a tenfold increase off rookeries on St. George
Island, as shown on the series of maps
below.
Studies of fur seals show that food
shortages in one season may affect pregnancy in subsequent seasons, blocking
estrus, terminating pregnancy, and preventing lactation.
· Russian explorers discovered the
Pribilof rookeries in 1786 by following a
fur seal north from the Aleutian Islands.
A large, unregulated kill dramatically
reduced seal numbers until the 1830s
when Russians banned the slaughter of
females. In 1867, the U.S. purchase of
Alaska included the Pribilofs, and under
American management the population
crashed a second time. Starting in 1868,
the fleet of 300 boats killed up to 75,000
seals a year at sea - mostly pregnant
females. By 1910, the fur seal herd had

AROUND THE ROOKERY - Photographs of northern fur seals on
these pages show mid-August activity at a rookery on St. Paul Island in
the Pribilofs. Clockwise, starting at left: A newborn climbs among the
rocks. At top, adult females display markedly different colors and furs. At
top right, a fur seal scratches herself. At bottom right, an idle male fur
seal finds solace on a beach. Idle males are ones that did not breed this
season, losing out in competition for females to bigger or more powerful
males. Photos by Paul Koberstein/Cascadia Times.

been decimated.
Under the Internacional North Pacific
Fur Seal Treacy of 1911, the U.S. agreed
co share the harvest in exchange for a
promise co halt pelagic (at sea) harvests.
The U.S. also decided co force Pribilof
Aleuts to work in the fur seal trade under
conditions they say amounted co slavery.
Involuntary servitude continued until
1984, Aleut leaders say, when the fur seal
treaty expired and the commercial harvest ended.
The fur seal decline shows no signs of
slowing down. Idle males - males without harems - on both islands declined
from last year. Researchers counted 33.6
percent fewer idle males on St. Paul and
a 21.8 percent decline on St. George.
However, Tom Loughlin, a scientist who
ran the fur seal program until his recent
retirement, says the count of idle males
chis year could be influenced by males
who lingered the cool Bering Sea water,
rather than haul out in the warm air and
be counted, as in the past.
In 1976, researchers counted 291,000
pups born on Sc. Paul Island. In 2002,
only 145,000 were born. In 2004, the
number dropped to 118,000. Annual pup
production is now lower than that estimated on the Pribilofs in 1916.
While the cause of the current decline
remains a mystery, a 19-year study conducted by a veterinarian working for the
Pribilof Aleuts shows that among all the
pups that died and were examined, 52
percent succumbed co starvation.
Some scientists speculate that coo

much pollock fishing in areas where
female fur seals forage is a key factor in
the decline. But Arne Fuglvog, a
Council member from Petersburg,
Alaska, says more research is needed
before the Council takes any action co
reduce the pollock catch.
Sadly, the fur seal has done poorly in
the competition for research dollars. In
2003, the fur seal research budget was
$100,000. In 2004, Congress slashed it to
$0. The Steller sea lion research, in contrast, has received nearly $130 million
since 2000, mostly because it is listed as
an endangered species.
The fur seal's health, however, is
hardly more tenuous than that of the
people who live at the epicenter of these
conflicts. The Native Aleuts of the
Pribilof Islands, a people who rely on the
Bering Sea for sustenance, despair at the
prospect of losing their annual fur seal
subsistence harvests.
"The fur seal situation out here is
getting worse," says Ron Philemonoff,
the chief executive officer of TDX
Corp., a Native Aleut company on Sc.
Paul Island. "Listing the fur seal as
threatened or endangered is
one of the ideas being considered."
Listing the fur seal could
draw needed attention
and research dollars - to the
decline of the fur seal and
ecosystem.
•

' ~orthern Fur Seal Pup Counts. St. Paul Island
1984, 173.000 pups born
1976: 291.000 pups born
2004: 122.000 pups born

FUR SEAL SLIDE - Since 1975, the number of fur seals
born each year has plummeted 57 percent. Since 2000, the
decline has exceeded 22 percent, and in 2004 alone the
number dropped 15 percent.
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OBSERVED CATCH OF POLLOCK PER 10 SQUARE MILES: • More than 10,000metric tons •

More than 1,000 metric tons

O More than 100 metric tons D

THE BERING~

Endangered
or at least three decades, t~e Stelle_r sea lion of
Species Act.
western Alaska has been disappearing at alarm1990 NOAA
ing rates. Controversies over its decline have
CAPE IZAGAN - Steller sea lions on Cape Izagan, on the southwest side of Unalaska
fueled headlines for half that' time.
Fisheries lists
Island, facing the North Pacinc.·Pboto· by Ward ·Testa, NMML
In the early 1980s, the annual rate of decline aver- . the Steller as
"threatened"
aged 5.9 percent. Scientists found evidence of low
(not endanbirth rates for sea lion females, indicating a shortage
need for energy is greatest.
gered). Steller count: 30,525
of food. From 1985 to 1989, the population dropped
1993 NOAA Fisheries defines Steller sea lion
NOAA Fisheries establishes 3-mile "no transit
precipitouslylosing about 15.6 percent each year.
Critical Habitat as waters within 20 nautical miles of
zones" around Steller sea lion rookeries. NOAA
Since the early 1990s, the population has continued
39 rookeries and 83 haulouts. The designation also
Fisheries finds that the Council's pollock fishery
to decrease but at the more gradual rate of 5.2 perincludes protection for three foraging areas.
plan poses no jeopardy to the Steller.
cent annually.
1995 NOAA Fisheries again finds the Council's
1991 The Steller's western population drops
So finally, some good news. NOAA Fisheries
pollock fishery poses no jeopardy to the Steller.
below 30,000 for the first time.
announced in September that since about 2000, the
1996 The Bering Sea Ecosystem Report from the
1992 Areas around Steller sea lion rookeries are
Steller's decline appears to have stabilized in some
National Research Council recommends that to
closed to trawling for its prey species. Most are
places in western Alaska, with some trend sites
reverse declines, NOAA Fisheries should distribute
closed within 10 nautical miles; others are closed
showing slight improvement and others showing a
fishing effort in time and place.
within 20 nautical miles in winter, when the Steller's
continued decline. Overall, the population has crept
1997 NOAA Fisheries changes the status of the
back up by about 2,000.
western Steller sea lion population. They are
But this news is overshadowed by the fact
now listed as endangered.
that in the last 25 years, the western population
1998 Greenpeace, American Oceans
has declined by just more than 81 percent, and
Campaign, and the Sierra Club sue NOAA
is still down about 90,000 in population.
Fisheries for failing to protect the sea lion.
"It's still too early to say we hit bottom and
' NOAA Fisheries then issues its first
are going back up again," says Lowell Fritz,
Biological Opinion on the Atka mackerel and
director of the National Marine Mammal
pollock fisheries. The agency says the pollock
Laboratory in Seattle.
fisheries "jeopardize" the continued existence of
The controversy still revolves around the sea
Steller sea lions and adversely modify their critilion's diet, and a major factor in its decline:
cal habitat, but the Atka mackerel fisheries do
Alaska groundfish fisheries, including pollock.
not.
The nation's largest fishery operates among the
1999 NOAA Fisheries closes directed fishing
sea lions, and their main target is pollock.
for pollock in the Aleutian Islands and closes
The Steller seems to do well in areas without
more areas to pollock trawling around additional
a large pollock fishery, such as in southeast
rookeries and haulouts for spatial dispersion of
Alaska, where the Steller population increased
fisheries.
44 percent from 1982 to 2002. In the Bering
CRITICAL HABITAT - The yellow circles indicate 202000 A federal court rules in favor of the
Sea, however, the commercial pollock industry
mile no-trawl zones around Steller sea lion rookeries in the
conservation groups, banning pollock trawling
blossomed at the same time the Steller plumAleutian Islands and the Bering Sea. The green polygon is a
within endangered Steller sea lion critical habimeted.
tat until the Council and NOAA Fisheries
no-trawl zone known as the Steller Sea Lion Conservation
The fishing industry claims that other forces,
revamp the pollock fishery. In November,
Area, and the brown box is the Seguam Pass Foraging Area,
such as climate change, are forcing the Steller's
NOAA Fisheries issues a new biological opinion
another no-trawl zone. In 2001 NOAA Fisheries predicted
population downward. Others, however, urge
that addresses the court's concerns. The injuncthe creation of these zones would push the pollock fishery
caution, given the unpredictable impacts of
tion is lifted. Alaska Ted Stevens and President
away from sea lions and toward northern fur seal habitat. In
nature or global warming.
Clinton agree to a compromise that keeps the
fact, however, the fishery has expanded since then in both
The North Pacific Fishery Management
fishery open.
Steller sea lion habitat and within northern fur seal foraging
Council and NOAA Fisheries seems willing to
2001 The North Pacific Council appoints a
take that chance. Since 2000, they have allowed
areas as the total pollock harvest has increased.
committee dominated by industry to revise
the amount of pollock caught within the
NOAA Fisheries' sea lion protection plan. The
Steller's "critical habitat" (see map at right) to
plan allows the pollock fishery to sharply
grow fourfold - rising from 192,000 tons in
increase within the Steller's critical habitat.
2000 to 738,000 tons in 2002.
2002 Jim Balsinger, director of the NOAA
The concern now, Fritz says, is that this
Fisheries Alaska region, tells the U.S. Oceans
bump up in the pollock catch could cause the
Commission that the agency will never again
sea lion to resume its downward trend.
"ignore" the Steller's problems. "With some 140
Throughout the last 25 years, federal fishery •
lawsuits against us now we've learned that it
authorities have repeatedly failed to exercise
doesn't work not to follow the law."
caution with the Steller's health, even to the
2003 The conservation lawsuit ends. NOAA
point of ignoring their own scientists' advice:
Fisheries agrees to produce an environmental
1979 Count of adult Stellers on rookery and
impact statement on the Bering Sea fisheries.
haulout trend site in western Alaska: 109,880.
2004 NOAA Fisheries issues the 7,000-page
Population begins a steep slide as the pollock
EIS. It calls for little change in the pollock fishfishery climbs.
ery or sea lion protection measures, and for no
1989 Environmental organizations petition
further protection for the rapidly declining
NOAA Fisheries to list all Steller sea lion popuSteller sea lion non-pup counts on rookery and haulout trend
northern fur seal. The Steller population
lations in Alaska as endangered under the
sites in western Alaska.
remains deeply depressed.
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Here comes the Steller science
Industry-funded research minimizes fishing's harm to sea lions. other marine life
increased from about $1.2 million 1993 to more than
enced by industry oversight or money.
t should come as no surprise that the Alaska fishing
Steller sea lion research steadily but slowly $3.5 million in 1999. It surged after 2000 with the first
industry has more than a passing interest in scienof several large appropriations from
tific research regarding the Bering
•
Sea.
·
Congress. Between 2000 and 2004, Sen.
Ted Stevens of Alaska pushed through
After conservation groups progrants totalling of $129.7 million for
claimed in about 1990 that the Bering
Steller science, including $21.85 million
Sea commercial fishing industry was
in 2004. Stevens said he intended to
at least partly responsible for endanshow that the industry is not to blame
gering Steller sea lions, it became
for what happened to the sea lions. In
clear that the entire fishery could be
contrast, northern fur seal research got
forced into retreat. The industry
nothing from Congress in 2004.
responded by dumping money into
"The pollock industry is the largest
research that it hoped would point to
fisheries industry in the United States,"
some other factor as the driving force
Stevens said in 2000. "It's more than a $1
behind the Steller's decline.
billion industry that could off
seriously sufAt least four new research entities
fer, if not being put totally
bounds, if
were created in the aftermath of those
we don't get answers to some of these
early battles over Steller sea lions.
questions about mammals, particularly
The industry created two. A wealthy
Steller sea lions."
banker with close industry ties, and
Congress sent $19.8 million of these
Congress, created one. each. Just like
funds to one of the fishing-industry crethe
North
Pacific
Fishery
ations, the North Pacific Universities
Management Council, a high percentMarine Mammal Consortium, including
age of board members for all four enti$3 million in 2004. The chart below
ties represent commercial fishing
shows who is running these research
interests. The industry also provides SEA LION TERRITORY - Steller sea lions congregate at Billings Head, on the
organizations, and what they're up to:
millions of dollars in funding. All four Bering Sea side of Akun Island, located southwest of Unimak Pass in the Aleutian
entities, however, claim their scientif- chain. Photo by Ward Testa, NMML
·
ic work is independent and not influ-
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NORTH PACIFIC
UNIVERSITIES MARINE
MAMMAL RESEARCH
CONSORTIUM
What they research: Relationship
between fisheries and marine mammals in the North Pacific Ocean and the
Eastern Bering Sea. Works in association with scientists at the University of
Alaska Fairbanks. the University of
British Columbia. the University of
Washington. and Oregon State
University. Founded in 1992 by John
Roos of the Pacific Seafood Processors
Association. 2003 Annual Report donor
list includes High Seas Catchers
Cooperative. the Pacific Seafood
Processors Association. and the Pollock
Conservation Cooperative.
Example of research: A 2000 paper.
'Testing the junk-food hypothesis."
blames the Steller decline on their eating too much pollock. The fishing industry has seized on that result as an argument for more pollock fishing. not less.
Federal scientists contend that the sea
lion has been eating pollock for a very
long time. and say that the premise that pollock are much lower-cal than
other fish in the Bering Sea - has been
preven wrong.
Percentage of board members with

fishing connections: 89X (8 of 9) including:
•Dr.Dayton "Lee" Alverson Consultant
for 39 seafood companies. and for
Mundt MacGregor. the Seattle law firm
representing the At-Sea Processors.
• James Brenner Wells Fargo Bank
Alaska. where North Pacific Council
member Ed Rasmuson serves as
regional president.

• Douglas Forsyth Premier Pacific
Seafoods Inc.
• John Ga!·- 'n,Cons!Jltantand
-- ....
~ former
CEO of the-Groundfisli Forum. an industry group comprised of the smaller
"head and gur vessels
• Dave Hanson. President. Pacific
States Marine Fisheries Commission
• Suzanne ludicello. Research
Consultant
• Paul MacGregor Partner in the
Seattle law firm Mundt MacGregor
• Trevor McCabe. Former staff member
for Sen. Ted Stevens: former CEO. AtSea Processors.
• Brent Paine CEO. United Catcher
Boats
• Glenn Reed Vice president. Pacific
Seafood Processors Association

--

NORTH PACIFIC
RESEARCHBOARD
What they research: Marine ecosystems
in the North Pacific. Bering Sea and
Arctic Ocean. In 1997, the U.S. won a
dispute with the state of Alaska (the
Dinkum Sands Case) involving Arctic oil
and gas leases. Congress put a portion
of the $1.5 billion award into a fund governed by the NPRB.
Example of research: One project
examines whether decline in Bering
Sea halibut might have been caused by
changing ocean temperatures instead of
too much fishing. One of the two principle investigators listed on the project is
Heather McCarty. a consultant for certain segments of the Alaska commercial
fishing industry. t,; similar McCarty
research project funded by NPRB is
examining whether changing ocean
conditions may be at fault for the col-

lapse of the overfished blue king crab.
rather than fishing interactions.
Perr:entage of /Jocd·l'Ml'Obeg with

fishing connections: 47X (9 of 19) including:
• Jim Balsinger Director. NOAA
Fisheries Alaska Region: member.
North Pacific Council
• Kevin Duffy Director. Alaska
Department of Fish and Game and
member of the North Pacific Council
• John Gauvin
• Stephanie Madsen, Chair of the North
Pacific Fishery Management Council
and lobbyist for Pacific
Seafood Processors Association
• Trevor McCabe
•John Roos
• Robin Samuelsen CEO. Bristol Bay.
Economic Development Corporation. an
entity heavily invested in Bering Sea
fisheries
• Jev Shelton Commercial gillnetter
• John White Commercial salmon fisherman
RASMUSON FISHERIES RESEARCH
CENTER.
UNIVERSITY OF ALASKA FAIRBANKS
What they research: Alaska's marine
resources. Founded by Elmer
Rasmuson. the North Pacific Council's
first chair.
.
Example of research: 2004 project
examines norther fur seal foraging in
Bering Sea.
Percentage of board members with

fishing connections: BOX (8 of 10) including:
•Dr.Dayton -Lee" Alverson
• Jim Balsinger
• Jim H. Branson. First Executive

Director. North Pacific Council
• Alec W. Brindle CEO. Wards Cove
Packing Co.
• Alvin R. Burch Executive Director.
Alaska Draggers Association
• James 0. Campbell. former North
Pacific Council member
• Ed Rasmuson Member North Pacific
Council: son of Elmer Rasmuson
• Clem V. TilUon Consultant for proposed Adak pollock fishery; former
chair. North Pacific Council
POLLOCK CONSERVATION
COOPERATIVE RESEARCH CENTER.
UNIVERSITY OF ALASKA FAIRBANKS
What they research: Topics funded by a
$1 million annual donation from the
Pollock Conservation Cooperative.
Example of research: Three of six
research projects in 2003 were related
to pollack in the Bering Sea. 2001 projects assessed the extent of competition
between Steller sea lions and commercial fisheries. and the possible link
between killer whales and sea lion
declines,
Percentage of board members with

fishing connections: 67X (4 of 6) includ'."
ing:
• .Jim Balsinger
• Mike Hyde President. Pollock
Conservation Cooperative
• Trevor McCabe
• Wally Pererya Chairman. Arctic
Storm Inc .. owner of factory trawlers;
board member of Pollock Conservation
Cooperative; former member. North
Pacific Council
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THE BERING~
ho took the crab?
Thirty years ago the
crab
business
in
Alaska boomed. The peak
came in 1980. The bust came
in 1983, and it's never been the
same again. Sure, there have
been a few spurts: Snow crab
came on in the 1990s, but it
crashed in 1998. Join the club.
All seven crab fisheries in
the Bering Sea have crashed.

W

Five of them are closed. The
snow crab fishery is still open,
in part because the North
Pacific Fishery Management
Council and the state of Alaska
don't want to put all the crabbers out of work.
Snow crab, tanner crab and
two stocks of blue crab have all
been declared "overfished."
The red king crab fishery in
Bristol Bay, at the southeast

corner of the Bering Sea, was
once the biggest in Alaska. For
ten years in a row during the
1970s, the harvest broke the
record harvest set the year
before. In 1980, the fishery
was worth $175 million, more
than Alaska's salmon catch for
the year. But in 1981, crab
landings plummeted by more
than half, and in 1982, dropped
another 90 percent. In 1983,
after scientists said the stock
had reached a record low in
size, and they shut it down.
The crab crash is bad
enough for the crabbers, but
the work itself might be the
most dangerous job in the
U.S. Every January, crabbers

worst
weather imaginable, and
sometimes don't come
back.
The crabbers persuaded the
North Pacific Council and
Congress to "rationalize" the
industry by buying out boats
and setting up a quota system.
Each crabber would get an
"individual fishing quota," or
IFQ. They wouldn't have to
hurry out in bad weather anymore to catch their quota of
crab before the season is
closed. Instead they can fish at
a more leisurely, and certainly
more safe, pace.
n 2000, John Iani, then a
vice president for UniSea, a
seafood processing company based in Redmond, Wash.,
appeared before Congress

I

ALEUT-OWNEDPROCESSINGPLANT-

Trident leases this halibut and crab processing plant on St. Paul Island. The
North Pacific Council awarded Trident a property right to
seafood processed at the plant, even though it's owned by
Pribilof Aleuts. They say the Aleuts should own the rights in
order to keep-jobs on the island. -

with a plea
for help. He
said his company had invested
large sums to develop
the Bering Sea crab
fishery,
but much
would be lost unless
processors were granted the
same kind of deal that the
crabbers wanted.
"The managers and biologists agree that this downturn
results from natural causes that
the current state of ocean science was simply unable to predict," Iani told a Senate committee. (He later served three
years as the EPA's Northwest
Region director.)
"In short, we need help."
Jani argued that if fishing
vessels should get bailed out
for making too little money on
crab, so should seafood processors. It didn't matter that
nature wasn't as much to
blame as he alleged. At about
the same
time, NOAA
Fisheries scientist Dr. Braxton
Dew was developing research
showing that bottom dragging
had destroyed at least the red
king crab stocks.
UniSea, Trident and others
in the seafood "processing

'

n 1981, a vessel owned by a Russian-U.S.
joint venture scooped up thousands of
pounds of Bristol Bay red king crab as it
trawled for groundfish. The crab catch was
not intentional, and keeping the crab was not
legal. They had to throw them back.
Bottom trawlers in the Bering sea may
have nearly destroyed red king crab stocks in
the early 1980s, according to Dr. Braxton
Dew, a scientist with NOAA Fisheries.
Dew says red king crab are particularly
vulnerable to massive catches because they
display an unusual "podding" behavior (see
photos at right). Dew is preparing to publish
research showing that theories blaming
ocean nndition changes for the crab crash
are likely wrong.
In the 1990s, Dew took many dives into
the cold Gulf of Alaska waters near his lab in
Kodiak. He discovered that red king crab
pile up oddly in the day, then scurry off at
night. His curiosity led him to speculate that
he may have stumbled upon a clue for why
the red king crab suddenly disappeared.
Dew says the crabs' behavior made them
vulnerable to the trawlers. At dawn, thousands pile up in dense pods and rest during
the day. The trawlers begin dragging their
nets at dawn. As their heavy gear scrapes the
sea floor, it can collect massive amounts of
crab, in addition to sole.
Douglas Smith, an observer on the trawl
who took the photograph, said this waste of
crabs occurred repeatedly during the early
1980s, though it apparently was never reported by the Council.
His explanation contradicts the official
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theories embraced by the North Pacific
Council and many others.
They contend that changes ocean conditions in the late 1970s helped cod populations explode. Cod, as the story goes, love to
eat crab. This theory has been discredited
by several studies, however, even though it
still gets. plenty of support, even among
NOAA Fisheries officials.
Dew says his research shows that in 1980,
at the· peak of the Bristol Bay red king crab
boom, bottom trawlers looking for yellowfin
sole began working in areas where the red
king crab breed. Until then, the crab breeding area was protected as a no-trawl zone by
the Japanese, who dominated the industry
in the 1960s before the U.S. fleet moved in.
But after 1976, the newly created North
Pacific Fishery Management Council eliminated the protected zone. Trawlers began
pulling up vast tows of Bristol Bay red king
crab. By law, they couldn't keep crab caught
in trawl nets, so they had to return them
back to sea - most of them killed by the
trauma of getting ranked from the depths .
"Red king crab were eliminated from areas
with high trawl densities after 1980," Dew
says.
Dew has been developing his research for
more than a dozen years, but his findings
have not been popular among his superiors.
He was forced to leave his NOAA Fisheries
research station office in Kodiak, Alaska, in
1997, and now works out of the agency's
Seattle office. He plans to publish his
research in winter 2005.
•

Charting the crab's crash
he Bristol Bay red king crab fishery peaked at 60,000 metric tons in
1980. Between 1980 and 2000, the stock declined by almost 90 percent
but has rebounded since. The stock is above the overfished level, although it
remains substantially below the peak populations of the 1970's.
A large fishery for snow crab developed in the late 1980s. This stock has
gone through two large swings in abundance, with peak landings in 1992
and 1993, a sharp drop in 1996 and 1997, and a second peak of 110,000
metric tons in 1999. The stock has declined sharply since then.
The Eastern Bering Sea
population was high in the early
1980's and from 1988-1992. The population has been low since then and
currently continues to decrease due to low recruitment. The 40 million
pound fishery in 1990 has produced nothing since 1997.
Blue king crabs in the Pribilofs and Saint Matthew Island are extremely
depressed. There's beenno sign of recovery since 1998. A rebuilding plan
was submitted to the North Pacific Council in October 2003. The northern
stock has been overfished since 1999. Source for map and charts; NOAA
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Trends in the B_ering Sea Crab Harvest 1980-2003

CRASHING CRAB - The chart above shows year by year trend in harvests for
snow, tanner, red king and blue king crab in the Bering Sea from 1980 to 2003.
Key: •. Snow Crab
Tanner Crab
Red King Crab
• Blue King Crab

Snow (Opilio) Crab Harvest
1980: 129 million

.,..

1987-88: 0
1990: 1.7 million
1983. 1993. 1994:0

1990: 328 million
1997: 5 million

MISSING CRABS - The four maps above compare
Bering Sea crab surveys conducted by NOAA
Fisheries in 1982 and 2004. The red• areas show

where more than 10 male crabs per' square nautical
mile were found in 2004. Areas in pink
show
where crabs were found in the 1982.surveys, but not

2004. The four charts illustrate the diminishing numbers of the_ four· species in their natural range over
time.

"Requiring fishermen to sell their catch to only a handful of processors sets this economic principle on its
head. effectively removes competition. potentially violates our antitrust laws. and ultimately could hurt
both fishermen and consumers." - Sen. John McCain
industry persuaded the Council and
Congress to give them a monopoly control over the market.
laska Sen. Ted Stevens wanted
to make sure the processors got
their monopoly. He attached a
rider to a spending bill in late 2003, giving congressional
sanction to an
arrangement with serious antitrust
issues. The rider enacted the first-ever
processor quota plan, known as "crab
rat" - short for crab rationalization.
This plan will go into effect on Jan. 1. It
requires fishermen to sell 90 percent of
their crab catch to a specific processor.
All processors, including-those with the
largest quotas, are allowed to compete
for the remaining 10 percent which
would be sold on the open market.
Trident Seafoods of Seattle for years

A

has been at the forefront in demanding
these quotas. In February 2004, as the
crab rat plan was becoming final,
Trident's general counsel Joseph Plesha
told a Senate hearing processing plants
need protection without which they
"become nearly worthless." The plan
requires fishermen to sell 18 percent of
their harvest to Trident for processing,
he said."
The plan is hailed for alleged environmental benefits. It will slow down
the fishing on crab stocks, making it
easier for them to grow. But the plan
does nothing to solve what may well be
the underlying problem: the destruction of crabs and crab habitat by the
bottom dragging.
But the plan may not survive court
challenges because of antitrust con-

cerns. As J. Bruce McDonald of the
U.S. Department of Justice told a
Senate hearing in February 2004,
processor quotas would produce "anticompetitive· results"· in the seafood
market.
"If the Council concluded it was
desirable that processors be compensated for their past over-investment, this
could be addressed more directly and
efficiently, rather than constructing an
artificial marketplace in which competition is inhibited," McDonald said.
Arizona Sen. John McCain, chair of
the Senate Commerce Committee, said
in February that fishermen have always
used the free market to. get the best
price. "Requiring fishermen to sell
their catch to only a handful of processors sets this economic principle on its

head," he said, "effectively removes
competition, potentially violates our
antitrust laws, and ultimately could hurt
both fishermen and consumers."
Richard Young, a fisherman, said
there are two reasons to oppose processor 'quotas. "First, processor quotas will
restrict where fishermen can sell their
fish," he said. "Second, the only reason
to restrict where fishermen can sell
their fish is so that processors can pay
fishermen a below market price for
their fish."
Clem Tillion, an industry consultant
and former North Pacific Council member, has famously said of the processor
quota, "It's not slavery, but it's the next
best thing."
• .
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·THE BERING~·
SLAVES
of the fur seal

HARVEST
For decades,
agencies

force

federal
Pribilof

to to i 1 without

Aleuts
pay

Young dancers wear traditional dress at an event in the Community Hall. Photo by Paul
Koberstein/Cascadia Times

The Russian ship was under the were now treated as wards of the U.S.
command of Capt. Vitus Bering, an eld- government," Corbett and Swibold
or two centuries, the Native And now, with slavery gone, the erly Danish office in the Russian Navy. wrote. "Every aspect of their lives was
Pribilovians still have reason to think Among those on board was a German interfered with: language, political
Aleuts who live on the Pribilof
Islands were exploited by both they are still too unimportant to matter. scientist, George Steller. Bering would structures, wages, religion, freedom of
"With such abundance within close give his name to the sea between the movement, and even their choice of
the Russian and U.S. governments.
"Our people were wards - some say proximity, we were optimistic that an U.S. and Russia; Steller would give his marriage partners. This state of servitude to the U.S. government-reached its
name to the Steller sea lion, Steller
slaves - of the United States govern- equitable share of those resources
ment until fur seal harvesting was abol- would be made available to us to meet eider and Steller albatross (now known apex in 1942 when the Pribilof Aleuts
ished in 1984 due to national and inter- the economic needs of the Aleut people as the short-tailed albatross). All three
are listed as .endangered species.
national environmental politics," says of the Pribilof Islands," Philemonoff
In 1786, navigator Gerrassium
Ron Philemonoff, chairman of TDX told a U.S. Senate hearing in 2003.
Instead, he claims the North Pacific Pribylov followed fur seals from the
Corp., a village corporation on St. Paul
Fishery Management Council with giv- Aleutian Islands through the fog to disIsland.
, Freedom guaranteed to all U.S. citi- ing the Pribilovians' future away to an cover St. George Island, the southernzens somehow failed to reach the tmy "aireauy wen vesten gruup vf inilucnc.c1110;,t rock in what became known as the
islands off the coast of Alaska. Of · peddling large fishery resource owning Pribilofs.
course, they always harbored hope their companies."
By the time the U.S. purchased
dreams of enjoying the "fruits of freeAlaska, the Pribilof Aleuts enjoyed full
dom and free enterprise" might be real- "Slavery still exists"
rights as citizens of Russia, were literate
ized, if only because 75 percent of the
in two languages, were paid fairly for
Bering Sea's rich resources are within
On September 9, 1741, a Russian
their labor in the fur seal hunt, and
ship "silently appeared on the Aleut retained their traditional systems of
200 miles of their home.
But they were living on tiny islands
horizon and entered Adak harbor unan- governance, according to tribal history.
thousands of miles from the nation's nounced," begins a chapter in the book,
Ironically, just as the U.S governcapitol, too far away, apparently for any- Slaves of the Haroest.
ment was eliminating slavery in the
one·
m
Written in 1980 by Barbara Boyle
South, it was instituting slavery in The Russian Orthodox Church in St.
govern- 'Torrey, Slaves of the Haroest is a history Alaska.
Paul keeps watch over the Bering Sea.
of extreme hardship at the hands of
ment
Helen D. Corbett and Susanne M.
Photo
by Paul Koberstein/CascadiaTimes
Russian and American captors. From . Swibold, writing in Endangeredpeople of
t
O
1911 on, the U.S. government held the the Arctic: Struggle to Suroioe
Pribilovians in slavery, the (Greenwood Press, 2000), say Aleut
book claims.
treatment got worse after the U.S. gov- were evacuated and interned in dilapiernment took over the fur seal industry
dated fish canneries in southeastern
in 1910. The government's agenda,
Alaska until the end of World War II.
they write, amounted to
"seals,
Many Aleuts died in the substandard
profits, and people-in
that conditions, lacking adequate food,
order."
water, sanitation, medical treatment,
"The Aleuts lost and shelter."
the rights they had
During this time, the islands were
held as Russian · governed b-y the U.S. Bureau of
subjects
and· -Commercial Fisheries, a predecessor to
the present day NOAA Fisheries, an
agency that co-manages · Bering Sea
fisheries
with the North Pacific
Council.
The Bureau of Fisheries refused to
grant civil rights to the Pribilovians,
believing that they were non-citizens.
The islands were a federal reservation, covered by the international fur
seal treaty, and controlled from a Seattle
office. Profits from the fur seal trade
went to the federal treasury, not to the
Pribilof Aleuts.
At the end of World War II,
A residential street in St. Paul. The red street is made of volcanic rocks. Photo by Paul Koberstein/CascadiaTimes
Pribilovians were paid in food, not cash.
They complained they did not have

F
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fishery

when the commercial
fur seal harvest was
brought to an end.

The Halibut Crisis
nvoluntary servitude has ended,
and Pribilof Aleuts
are looking to build
their economy.
With federal aide,
they have built a deep
harbor to service the
needs of the commercial fishing fleet.
ARCTICFOX - An Arctic fox, a native species in the
They have built a
Bering Sea region, is said to have reached the Pribilof
plant to process crab
Islands by traveling across sea ice in the winter. Photo by
and halibut.
Paul Koberstein/Cascadia Times
But both the crab
and halibut are crashing
around
the
enough or the right kind of food to eat.
They could not vote, hold meetings to Pribilofs. Pribilof leaders say actions by
discuss federal policies, or leave the the North Pacific Council and NOAA
islands without the permission of the Fisheries are responsible. The federal
U.S. government. The federal adminis- officials have allowed the commercial
trator was said to visit homes with white fishing fleet to shift vessels into waters
gloves to intimidate the residents.
around the islands. Their vast nets trawl
In 1950, the Pribilof Aleuts were bottom or midwater areas, and every
finally given cash wages with civil serv- halibut and crab they catch must be
ice benefits instead of store rations and thrown back. Many are thrown back
· dead.
small annual bonuses.
In 1964, the Tundra Times, a
The Council, which writes rules for
Fairbanks newspaper, campaigned to the Bering Sea fisheries, has allocated
gain freedom for the Pribilovians. "Most increasing shares of resources around
people think slavery in the U.S. was the Pribilofs to the Seattle-based fleet.
abolished with the Civil War and the And now, with the halibut declining, the
Emancipation
Proclamation,"
the council is now considering a plan to let
Tundra Times wrote in an editorial. "Yet those Seattle boats move on to other
today in the Far North, in Alaska, slav- areas. This action will shift those boats
ery still exists in milder form perhaps
with most fishing power away from the
than existed in the Deep South, but area most needed by the small Aleut
slavery nonetheless. The Aleuts of the fleet near the islands.
Pribilof Islands are today living in serviThis bycatch of halibut has signifitude."
cantly reduced the number of young
In 1966, with the passage of the Fur halibut in the Bering Sea, says Bruce
Seal Act, Congress finally freed the Leaman, executive director of the
Pribilof slaves, a century after Congress International
Pacific
Halibut
ended slavery everywhere else in the Commission. Since 1990, 36 million halUnion.
ibut have been thrown back, often dead,
In 1978, a 27-year-old lawsuit filed by vessels in search of pollock or sole in
against the U.S. government for back waters near the Pribilofs, according to
wages for enslaved Pribilovians was set- Kevin Kennedy, marine operations mantled for $8.6 million.
ager for TDX Corp., a village corporaFinally, the U.S. government ended tion on St. Paul Island.
its authority over the fur trade in 1984
Poaching, or the violation of fishery

I

Halibut
·disappear
off Pribilof
Islands

he map below shows where groundfish vessels kill
halibut as bycatch, which they must return to the sea.
The chart at bottom shows the catch rate for halibut
near the Pribilofs. The catch rate, also known as "catch per
unit of effort" 'or CPUE, is an indicator of how much fewer
fish are caught each year with the same amount of effort. •
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laws, may have also
been a factor in the
halibut crash. This
year
NOAA
Fisheries prosecuted a trawler for
removing or "presorting"
halibut
bycatch from its
conveyor
belt
before
observers
had a chance to
count them.
The vessel, the ST. PAUL -Fur seals lie on the beach near the village of St.
Rebecca Irene, was Paul. Photo by Paul Koberstein/Cascadia Times
fined
$240,000.
The
Rebecca
the Pribilof people own that plant.
Irene's owners and operators were trawlThe North Pacific Council denied
ing for groundfish during the time of the TDX, the village corporation,n the same
violations.
Halibut are incidentally
rights as Trident. In fact, the Council
caught in the trawl fishery. Pribilof awarded them no rights to process crab.
Aleuts suspect many more vessels are
"Let's face it," says Ron Philemonoff,
illegally presorting halibut.
CEO of TDX. "The so-called crab
NOAA Fisheries relies on accurate rationalization plan is a self-serving
data from the observers to minimize the resource entitlement plan concocted
halibut bycatch.
under a democratic veil at the (Council),
The bycatch has reduced the amount by an already well vested group of influof halibut that can be caught by the ence peddling large fishery resource
Pribilof people, Pribilovians say. They owning companies, whose own interest
have not been able to catch more than already include a substantial portion of
half their halibut quota because there's the crab catching industry."
too few fish.
The Council, however, has refused to
"Our people have no fish in their reconsider its plan, Philemonoff says,
freezers," says Richard Zacharof, presi- despite "the needs of those who live in
dent of the Tribal Government of St. the middle of the resource." He said the
Paul.
Council should never give away a public
Indeed, the situation creates more resource to large industry "without conthan just economic hardship. The com- sidering the needs of those who live in
rnercial fleet appears to be damaging the middle of the resource."
subsistence foods for the Aleuts, such as
The Council has not been altogether
northern fur seal, halibut and crab, all blind to the needs of Pribilofs Aleuts.
disappearing at alarming rates.
Like all other Alaskan Bering Sea comThe Pribilof Aleuts, meanwhile, say mu runes, they participate
in . a
they are paying a heavy price for the Community Development
Quota
Council's failure to protect their fish, (CDQ) program, which attempts to baland are asking for answers.
ance between the interests of local comIn 1994, the North Pacific Fishery munities and corporate fish processors.
Management Council tried to protect
However, Philemonoff said the CDQ
the ecosystem around the islands by cregroup has invested "not a dime" in crab
ating the Pribilof Habitat Conservation processing on St. Paul Island, and
Zone, where all trawling is banned. The instead is "consumed with political poszone's main purpose was to conserve
turing and bureaucratic dithering. Aleut
crab stocks, but the Council also intendsurvival is much too important to base
ed to use it to protect other species, onour community participation on such
· including halibut and fur seal.
a wobbly foundation."
But no one knows whether it has
A group of community, ·industry and
achieved any purpose at all, The conservation leaders are meeting reguCouncil never performed any baselarly to find solutions to these declines.
line scientific studies before desigCalling themselves the Pribilof Island
riating the zone, and has done no .
Collaborative, they have met only twice,
monitoring since then.
with a third meeting planned for
The Pribilof Aleuts still depend
January 2005.
on northern fur seals for subsistence
While guardedly optimistic about this
needs, but with the decline in the fur process, Pribilovians worry that the colseal population, and restrictions on laborative process will only delay necesits harvest, seal meat is nolonger the sary actions. Some believe it is time to
dietary staple it once was. In 1881,
invoke the Endangered Species Act to
the average annual consumption of protect the dwindling population of
. seal meat on the Pribilofs . was 600
northern fut seals. At an August meetpounds per person. By 1981 this ing, member of the collaborative memamount had dropped to approxi- ber Karen Holser of the Pribilof Islands
mately 284 pounds. Today the figure Stewardship Council, was so concerned
has fallen to about 40 pounds per that the group would serve only to delay
person.
needed action that she walked out of
the room in tears.
"Resource Entitlement Plan"
"These communities are in crisis,"
she said. "Folks here don't even know if
he Council has awarded one they can keep the lights on next month.
of the Seattle-based compa- If we need to apply for endangered
nies, Trident Seafoods of species listing for the fur seal, we'll do it,
Seattle, the property right to process if that's going to get us the action we
crab on St. Paul Island, even though
need."
•
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.THE BERING~
ALASKA POLLOCK
It's all about feeding fish-stick nation
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Unilever, a leading manufacturer of
products made from Alaska pollock,
such as fish sticks. MSC's other cofounder, the World Wildlife Fund, is
the only conservation group working
on ocean issues in Alaska that supports
certification.
All other conservation
groups in Alaska surveyed by Cascadia
Times oppose certification.
(Cascadia
Times does not consider the Marine
Conservation
Alliance, an industry
front group, to be a conservation group.
But, for the record, the Alliance supports certification.)
The certification gives Unilever and
other seafood companies the right to
place a Marine Stewardship Council
sustainability logo on their products.
The MSC analysis may be skewed
because it fails to account for new
research showing that sea lions and the
pollock fleet are both hunting for adult
fish. For years, scientists thought the
fishing vessels netted the big pollock,
and the sea lions liked the small ones.
But after two studies produced contrary
results in 2004 (see Page 9 for the citations), they no longer think that's true.
Scientists now know that both humans
and marine mammals both prefer the
bigger, adultfish.
The pollock fishery has been compared to the Klondike gold-rush, with
much of the resource liquidated very
rapidly. Foreign fleets fished out the
Donut Hole in the center of the Bering
Sea, destroying a huge pollock aggregation in the process. U.S. boats fished
down the Aleutian, Bogoslov Island and

mostly

doubtless

Gulf of Alaska pollock stocks to low

Harbor,

levels.
A brief history of Alaska's commercial pollock fishery:
1964: Foreign pollock fishery begins
in the Bering Sea.
1972: After reaching an all time
record harvest of almost 1.9 million
tons, the U.S., Japan and U.S.S.R. agree
to reduce the annual catch.
1976:
Congress
passes
the
Magnuson Act regulating ocean fisheries and and establishing the North
Pacific Council.
1980: United States vessels begin
fishing for pollock in 1980; by 1987 the
new U.S. fleet takes 99 percent of the
entire catch in U.S. waters.

Unimak.

stocks.

1984: Pollock harvest in the Gulf of
Alaska begins a long decline.
1985: Foreign vessels begin fishing
in the international zone of the Bering
Sea (commonly referred to as the
"Donut Hole").
1989: 504 million pounds of fish
landed at Dutch Harbor-. For the first
time, Dutch leads the nation, a distinction it has yet to relinquish.
1990: Steller sea lion listed as threatened, and vessels are barred from transiting within 3 nautical miles of rookenes.
1991: The controversial practice of
stripping pollock roe is banned.
1992: Notrawl
zones
around
some
sea lion - rookeries and haulouts are designated.
1993: 793
million pounds
landed
at
Dutch Harbor,
more than double the second
leading
U.S.
port,
Kodiak,

1997: NOAA Fisheries lists the
western stock of Steller sea lion endangered, but no additional protective
measures are implemented.
1998, Congress passes American
Fisheries Act, dividing the Bering Sea
pollock fishery among a number of
interests.
1999: Pollock fishery in the Aleutian
Islands is closed, and remains closed
through 2004.
2000: The overall pollock population remains plentiful in the Bering
Sea, but scientists believe local depletions may harm sea lions.
2002_: Butch Harbor, still ranked as
the nation's top commercial
fishing
port, lands 908 million pounds. In second place is Empire, Louisiana, which
lands 398 million pounds.
2003: Alaska Sen. Ted Stevens passes a rider reopening the Aleutian Island
pollock fishery, in a special deal involving an Aleut Corporation entity and
Ted's son Ben.
2004: North Pacific Council sets
largest pollock quota in its 28-year his-

a good food-fish,"

David

Starr Jordan
and B.W. Evermann
observed in 1902.
The
North
Pacific
Fishery
Management Council, which recommends rules for the pollock fishery,
uses a formula that does not account for
the food needs of marine mammals
when it makes decisions. Its critics say
it will have to reduce the catch to
account for those needs.
In 2004, the Marine Stewardship
Council certified the Bering Sea pollock fishery "sustainable,"
so long as it
meets certain conditions. While MSC
claims it is independent, it has tight historical ties with the Alaska seafood
industry.
MSC was co-founded
by

0
0
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ollock, a fish that is usually
caught in nets pulled through
the middle of the water column, rather than the bottom, winds
up deep fried-in many packages
familiar to consumers. What's interesting about these products is you
have to read the fine print to learn it's
pollock. A salmon product would.
hardly be so anonymous. An informal
survey of grocery stores in Portland,
,

o place off America's coasts produces as much fish as the
Bering Sea. And no fish is more
plentiful in America's harvests than the
laska. p@Ll©ck. Pollock is deep-fried
and sold as "Fillet-0-Fish"
sandwiches
at McDonald's or frozen fish sticks. It is
minced into a bland white substance
and sold as surimi or imitation crab
meat. And in winter, pollock is harvested for its roe, a delicacy in Japan.
Marine mammals in Alaska's Bering
Sea also feast on pollock. Indeed, the
pollock's
scientific name, Theragra
chalcogramma, means "beast food" in
Greek.
The Council says there's no reason to
worry about whether the pollock harvest can be sustained; it estimates that
about 10 million tons of pollock are
swimming around in the U.S. portion of
the Bering Sea. The Bering Sea fishing
fleet catches a little less than 1.5 million
tons of pollock every year, or about 15
percent of the stock. That's enough to:
• Feed 300,000 Steller sea lions for a
year.
• Fill 100 million 10-county boxes of
Gorton's Crunchy Gold frozen fish fillets.
• Make 1 .billion deep-fried fish
sandwiches.
Scientists have long been amazed at
the abundance of pollock in the Bering
Sea. "Alaskan pollock ... is excessively
abundant throughout the Bering Sea,
swimming near the surface and furnishing the great part of the food of the fur
seal. It reaches a length of 3 feet and is

N
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FROM MID-WATER
TO THE DEEP FRY

Oregon, found no pollock products in
natural foods outlets but plenty of
choices at larger supermarkets, not to
mention beneath the Golden Arches.

~~~~~

Below, the Arctic Storm, a
340-foot
floating factory
trawler that catches and
processes Bering Sea pollock. The vessel is a converted gasoline tanker original
built in 1942. Above, a haul
of pollock.

1981:

73 million pounds of fish,
pollock, are landed at Dutch

on the Aleutian

island

of

Alaska.
Pollock harvest in Gulf of
Alaska and Donut Hole are shut down

after

heavy

fishing

decimates

the

tory. The Steller sea lion population
remains near its .historic low level.
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The Last Voyage of the Arctic Rose
Congress says mandatory safety i!1spections fo,r fishing vessels not needed. What could go wrong?
he calendar read
January 2001 as the
Arctic Rose set course
for a Bering Sea teeming with
controversy, The fishing vessel itself was in a world of
trouble as it departed from
Fisherman's Terminal in
Seattle.
In fact, the Arctic Rose
may not have been seaworthy,
In 1999, the boat had passed a
stability test, but afterward
the owner had made a number of weight additions,
removals, and relocations that
might have made it less safe.
No one can say for sure that it
was safe, a Coast Guard investigation found, because the owner
"did not contact a naval architect
to evaluate the effect of the weight
changes on the vessel's stability."
There's also reason to doubt that the
crew was sufficiently qualified. Because
the pay was relatively low, the Arctic
Rose had difficulties attracting qualified
crew members, the Coast Guard said.
The vessel filled out its 15-man crew
by hiring inexperienced, poorly trained
workers off the street or at the dock.
Three of them were undocumented foreign nationals who boarded under fake English-sounding names, and as the
Coast Guard later revealed, at least
some of the crew probably failed to
take the requisite drug and· alcohol test.
The Coast Guard also found that the
Arctic Rose was preparing all along to
violate federal fishing regulations on
the trip - a factor that could have
made the trip more profitable, but also
more dangerous.
The Arctic Rose was among the 900
Seattle-based vessels that fish commercially in Alaska, catching about $300
million worth of fish as priced at the
dock, or about 60 percent of the total
value taken from Alaskan waters. Of
every million dollars worth of fish
caught in Alaskan waters, only $160,000
is caught by vessels owned by people
who are residents of Alaska.
Seattle's fleet of vessels includes 19
catcher-processor vessels that catch and
process fish - usually pollock - into
fillets or surimi products. Also known as
factory trawlers or at-sea processors,
they are a full football field in -length
and employ up to 120 workers.
A second category is known as
"catcher vessels." These boats, which
are much smaller, deliver their catch to
the processor vessels or to on-shore
plants.
A third category is known as the
"head-and-gut" fleet. They catch flatfish and other species but not pollock.
They dehead, gut and freeze the fish at
sea, employing up to eight workers.
The head-and-gut fleet drags nets
along the sea floor; pulling up most
things in their path. They are known to
damage deep sea coral and destroy crab

T

The Arctic Rose. Courtesy U.S. Coast Guard
inner workings of the North Pacific
and halibut. Most of these are thrown
back dead. Because of the environmenCouncil to make sure their rivals aren't
allocated an increased share of fish at
tal damage they cause, the head-andtheir own expense. Together, they also
gut boats are said to be among the "dirttypically fight measures giving further
iest" in the Alaska fleet.
The Arctic Rose belonged to headprotections for marine mammals and
habitat. In 2001, they formed the
and-gut class, but on this trip and perhaps others was unlawfully operating as Marine Conservation Alliance to take
a catcher-processor vessel, the Coast
their case to the public.
Guard investigation found. To do so
David Olney, whose company Arctic
legally, the vessel would have had to
Sole Seafoods is owner of the Arctic
undergo safety and stability inspections ~ Rose, was a "driving force" behind the
founding of the Groundfish Forum
as required by federal regulations,
back when it started in 1992, according
which it did not do. And it carried more
to the Coast Guard investigation.
than twice the number of workers than

LAW ENFORCEMENT- The Coast Guard Cutter Morganthau investigates
poachingand other violationsin the BeringSea-Photo by Paul Koberstein/Cascadia
Times
are typical on a head-and-gut boat. The
Coast Guard said none of the processing workers aboard the Arctic Rose had
any safety or survival training other
than introductory exposure to the location of survival gear and the donning of
immersion suits.
Each of the classes of vessels in the
Bering Sea fleet is represented by its
own lobbying group. The factory
trawlers have the At-Sea Processors, the
catcher vessels have the United Catcher
Boats, and the head-and-gutters have
the Groundfish Forum. All are based in
Seattle, all are competitive with one
another and .all carefully watch the

wo months and 1,700 miles after
leaving Seattle, the Arctic Rose
stopped over in the Alaska fishing port of Dutch Harbor in the
Aleutian Island chain, the most prolific
fishing port in the U.S. Not only does
Dutch Harbor lead the nation in the
quantity of seafood landings, but its
haul is more than twice that of secondplace Empire, La. The port is the gateway to the most productive fishing
grounds in U.S. waters, the Bering Sea,
where commercial fishers caught 4.3
billion pounds in 2002, or about 52 percent of the entire reported U.S. com-
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mercial catch,
The Arctic Rose left Dutch
Harbor for an area in the Bering
Sea known as "Cod Alley."
Currents from the North Pacific
make their primary entrance into
the sea between islands near Cod
Alley, providing an abundance of
nutrients that feed large schools
of fish as well as species up the
food chain, like the sea lion.
Soon the vessel turned north,
making a stop in St. Paul Island
- some call it the "gas station of
the Bering Sea" - for supplies.
Then it chugged for the submerged Zemchug Canyon 200
miles to the northwest for a catch
of sole.
The Bering Sea's weather can be
extremely difficult to predict. In the
early morning hours of April 2, 2001, a
triple-point system pounded the Arctic
Rose. A collision of three fronts warm, cold and occluded - kicked up
waves 20 feet high. But the storm was
not the only factor in the accident.
Someone had left open a watertight
hatch that was supposed to be kept
closed at all times. A huge wave swept
over the ship, spilling water into the
processing deck below.
The Arctic Rose sank in less than 8
minutes. Only the body of Capi:. David
Rundall was found; the other 14 men
are missing and presumed dead. The
vessel came to rest 428 feet below the
Bering Sea's surface.
In January 2004, the Coast Guard
issued its investigation report. It
described the problems reported in this
article, but did not call for any new regulations or laws requiring mandatory
Coast Guard inspections of all Bering
Sea fishing vessels for seaworthiness or
vessel safety. Under intense-lobbying
by the fishing industry, Sen. Ted
Stevens and Congress over the years
have refused to approve legislation
requiring vessels to pass Coast Guard
safety or seaworthiness inspections.
The Bering Sea fisheries remain the
most dangerous occupation in the U.S.
"This was an accident that was probably completely preventable, no matter
what the Coat Guard concluded," said
Richard Hiscock, an ex-fisherman and
now a marine safety expert. The law
currently requires Coast Guard inspections only of vessels weighing more
than 200 tons. Like other vessels in the
Bering Sea fleet, the Arctic Rose's "official" weight was 199 tons. "They are all
basically uninspected vessels, "Hiscock
said.
The Arctic Rose's David Olney
refused to answer questions posed by
Coast Guard investigators at public
hearings, He remains owner of another
ship, the Alaskan Rose, which was the
first to respond to the Arctic Rose accident. That vessel continues to fish the
Bering Sea, but has been renamed the
"Tremont."
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Fishery Council defies strong public support for protecting Hawaiian Coral Reserve

.

Editor's Note: This story is an update of our coveragein "Plundering the Pacific," CT, Fq/12003

ONOLULU - It's been four
years since the White House
issued executive orders protecting the Northwestern Hawaiian Islands
as a Coral Reef Ecosystem Reserve. Yet
today, the orders have not been implemented. There are no regulations or ·
enforcement, and some federal officials
hope to undo key Reserve protections.
Over the years, the concept of protecting the islands has enjoyed overwhelming public support in Hawai"i,
say state and federal officials. Since
2000 they have conducted more than 30
public hearings concerning the islands'
future, receiving some 94,000 written
comments in support of strong protections. At these hearings, only a handful
of people who testified said they wanted less protection. A vast majority,
including recreational and commercial
fishers, Native Hawaiian cultural practioners, have voiced support for the
executive orders, which include a set of
protections for the fragile ecosystem,
bans on fishing for lobster, coral reef
fish and precious corals, and a cap on
bottomfishing and recreational fishing.
The heart of the ecosystem was first
protected almost a century ago by
President Theodore Roosevelt as a
National Wildlife Refuge. The executive orders expanded protections to 84million acres in part to · save the
Hawaiian monk seal, one of the world's
most endangered marine mammals.
The executive orders laid out a
process for governing the Reserve, and
possibly designating it as a National
· Marine Sanctuary. They created a
broadly representative federal Reserve
Advisory Council ~ with Native
Hawaiians, scientists, fishers, and conservationists - to help develop management measures for the Reserve and
determine management goals and
objectives for the proposed sanctuary.
The government's snail's pace in
implementing Reserve protections and
refusal to provide enforcement for the
executive orders has caused anxiety
among supporters.
"World War II was fought in less
time," says diver Dave Raney, former
Reserve Council secretary, and a member of the NWHI hui, a broad network
of fishers, divers, Native Hawaiian leader~, scientists and conservationists.
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Poachers At Work
s provided by the National
Marine Sanctuary Act, the feder•
al 16-member Western Pacific
5l Regional Fishery Management Council
(Wespac) - with four fishing members
c from Hawai'i - is now drafting fishing
regulations for the proposed sanctuary.
j; As reported by Cascadia Times in .
c1 "Plundering the Pacific" (Fall 2003),
members of Wespac have a personal,
8 financial stake in the outcome of most
~ fishing regulations they write, including
~ these new rules.
·~
Since 2000, Wespac has campaigned
3;: to overturn Reserve protections,
· attempting repeatedly to expand fishing in the NWHI. They have proposed
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re-opening a crashed lobster fishery that
involved 6 vessels when it Wat. closed in
2000, expanding a bottomfish fishery,
and creating new fisheries for harvesting deep sea corals and reef fish, all in
violation of the executive orders.
Wespac will deliver its fishing plans to
the Ocean Service on April 4. The
Secretary of Commerce must accept
Wespac's fishing regulations unless they
conflict with the goals and objectives of
the proposed sanctuary and the
National Marine Sanctuary Act.
In late January, Wespac held its own
"public hearings)' on future fishing
rules for the proposed Sanctuary. A few
days before the hearings, they broadcast
radio ads alleging that "all fishing and
Native Hawaiian use" could be prohibited if the Reserve is designated a
National Marine Sanctuary. Native
Hawaiian leaders said Wespac's claims
about indigenous rights were a com. piece fabrication. Contrary to claims on
its own web site, Wespac did not publish a notice in the Federal Register, but
did send out thousands of majlings urging commercial fishers to attend.
And yet, at a three-hour Honolulu
hearing, where more than 100 people
showed up, only two testified in support
of commercial fishing in the NWHI.
Favoring strong protections were commercial lobster and bottomfish fishers,
as well as Native Hawaiian subsistence
fishers and cultural practitioners,
"Whoever is steering your canoe is
leading you into the reef," said Native
Hawaiian commercial and subsistence
fisher William Aila, opposing commercial fisheries in the NWHI. "Turn that
canoe and the fishermen with you in
that canoe, in a good direction."·
Others said Wespac could not be
trusted with managing a place so fragile
and biologically diverse as the
Northwestern
Hawaiian
Islands.
According to a NOAA Fisheries history
published in 1999, Wespac allowed fishers to destroy lobster stocks from one
island to the next until they were all but
gone. Pacific Ocean Producers, a company owned by Wespac's former chairman, Jim Cook, and current member
Sean Martin was fined several times in
the 1990s for fishing violations. Cook
himself was fined $40,000 for the illegal
harvest of 1,200 undersized juvenile
spiny and slipper lobsters, the illegal
harvest of 1,300 "berried" female lobsters - females with eggs - and for
failing to maintain accurate and complete lobster catch reports. Some call
that poaching.
"J don't know of any other place in
America where someone who is tasked
with management of a resourceand who
violates the rules is allowed to continue," said Hawai'i Fishing and Boating
Association's Rick Gaffney, a well
known advocate for recreational fishers
including
Hawaii's
12,000-vessel
powerboat fleet.
In its pre-hearing publicity, Wespac's
critics said it had engaged in another
kind of poaching: the unauthorized use
of NOAA's logo in an apparent effort to
mislead the public into believing that
NOAA endorsed Wespac's agenda.
When asked whether NOAA did

traditional all(i cultural rights and has
opposed commercial fishing in this fragile ecosystem. Public opinion also mirrors the results of the in-depth scientific· assessment conducted by NOS last
year which found commercial fishing to
be incompatible with protection efforts
in the NWHI."
On Jan. 26, the Reserve Advisory ~
Council wrote a terse letter to NOS
objecting to the "material" weakening
of the goals and objectives and requesting revisions to bring them into compliance with the executive orders. They
took NOS to task for presenting a misleading economic analyses which
accorded "negligible weight" to
"important economic, ecological, and
cultural benefits traditionally assessed
in economic evaluations of reef ecosystems," and for exaggerating the value of
what it considers a small but "highimpact" bottomfish fishery by close to
500 percent. The Council's assessment
was informed by a detailed analysis presented by Fried and other citizen lead-.
ers from the NWHI hui.
Sean Corson, an NOS spokesman,
said the agency had no plans to amend
its goals and objectives for the purposes
of the fishing regulations process. Other
NOS officials note, however, that the
designation process is far from over.
At stake in the debate over the future
of the Northwestern Hawaiian Islands is
no less than the home to a majority of all
U.S. coral reefs. Scientists contend that
the commercial harvest of bottomfish
and lobster from the islands could have
impacts all the way up the food chain.
They cite evidence that lobster fishing
has been a factor in the monk seal's
decline. Young monk seals have died of
starvation while the lobster fishery was
removing millions of lobsters, in
amounts far in excess of approved quoNWHI Protection "Eviscerated"
The goals and objectives of the pro- tas. Scientists say lobster is an important
posed sanctuary provide a legal yard- part of the monk seal diet, though new
stick against which the Secretary of and possibly definitive research on this
Commerce must, under the National question has been concealed for four
Marine Sanctuary Act, measure any years by NOAA Fisheries. The agency
fishing plans proposed by Wespac. Last refused Cascadia Times' request under
summer, the Reserve Council, after four the Freedom of Information Act to
years of research and analysis of NWHI inspect the data.
The Hawaiian Monk Seal Recovery
issues, drafted goals and objectives that
it said were consistent with the execu- Team and the U.S. Marine Mammal
tive orders and "based on extensive sci- Commission call for a permanent ban on
entific inquiry and public discussion." lobster fishing, but NOAA Fisheries
The Council sent them off to the imposed only a temporary ban, purportNational Ocean Service (NOS), an edly to give it time to correct errors in
agency that runs the National Marine its statistical models. The six vessel
fishery is closed under a permanent
Sanctuary Program.
But in October, NOS weakened the injunction from a federal court and by
document in ways that many believe the executive orders. Bill Gilmartin, a
could lead to a significant increase in leading monk seal scientist and a memfishing there, and the gutting of existing ber of the recovery team says the most
protections. Paul Achitoff, an attorney important monk seal colony on the
for Earthjustice and a member of the islands would be "doomed" if lobsterReserve Council, said NOS had "evis- ing re-opens.
"Uncle Buzzy" Agard, also a Native
cerated" protections for the islands.
NOS is also under fire for a series of Hawaiian who commercially caught
alternative management schemes it pro- bottornfish, tuna, and lobster in the
northwestern islands more than SO years
posed under the sanctuary process.
"There was no alternative presented ago, warned Wespac that his experience
that accurately reflected public input," showed how easy it can be to decimate
said Stephanie Fried of Environmental various species, including bottomfish.
Defense in Hawaii, a member of the "There are many of us who have fished
NWHI hui. "At hearing after hearing, the Northwestern Hawaiian Islands,"
the public has overwhelmingly support- he said. "We found it's not sustainable.
•
ed full recognition of Native Hawaiian The nutrients are lacking."

endorse Wespac's point of view on
Native Hawaiian rights, and whether as announced in Wespac's press release
- NOAA was co-sponsoring the hearings, Bill Robinson, director of the
NOAA Fisheries office · in Honolulu,
replied,' "absolutely not." He said the
agency had nothing to do with the hearings and promised to look into Wespac's
apparent misstatements, including their
radio advertising campaign.
Kitty M. Simonds, the only executive
director in Wespac's 29-year history,
refused to explain how the NOAA logo
appeared on Wespac publicity.
Some people left the hearing believing that Simonds wasn't interested in
what they were saying; anyway. During
public testimony, Simonds chatted
loudly with a Wespac member sitting
next to her. One speaker, Marjorie
Ziegler of the. Conservation Council of
Hawaii, interrupted her own testimony
to wait for Simonds to quiet down. "Oh,
I'm listening," Simonds said. Still, she
continued making mocking faces at the
speaker. Her act was caught on video.
If Simonds and other Wespac members thought stacking the hearing room
with supporters would help their cause,
they must have been disappointed.
Commercial fisher and Wespac advisor
Leo Ohai, a former NWHI lobster fisherman, was critical of Wespac's management of the lobster fishery in the years ·
before it was shut down in 2000. He
noted that Wespac allowed lobstermen
· to use traps that would catch even the
smallest ones. "It was a fiasco," said
Ohai, a Native Hawaiian. He thinks
Wespac's current plans are equally illadvised. "Anyone can see something's
mighty wrong here. What I've read here
just doesn't make sense."

Radioactive
Columbia River
Clams Found

RESOURCE
GUIDE

adioactive radium-228 was
found last month
in Asian clam shells at
more than six times
background levels, in
the Columbia River in
the stretch commonly
known as the Hanford
Reach. The clams were
pulled from soils.
The likely source of
the contamination is the
nearby Hanford Nuclear
Reservation run by the
US Department of
Energy. said researcher
Norm Buske, head of
The RadioActivist
Campaign, an independentgroup. There is concern because USDOE
does not test aquatic
biota in this area for the
radium isotopes, he said.
River water and the
clam shells were collected and tested as part of
a sampling program conducted by TRAC for the
Portland-based citizen's
watchdog group
Hanford Action of
Oregon. In September,
when water levels were
low, TRAC installed
plastic tubes underwater
in riverbed sediment
where the clams and
other species live. The
purpose of the tubes is
tocollect water samples
for testing for radioactivity of Hanford origin. At
six different locations
along the Reach, TRAC
tested clam hard shells
and their fleshy soft
bodies for both longlived and short-lived
radiological uptake.
Shells showing the high
content of the long-lived
radium were found in
Hanford's 300 Area.
A report on the findings also shows radioactive strontium and uranium were found at levels greatly exceeding
background and
USDOE reports.
Buske said that "the
impact of Hanford contaminants on nearby
river biota has been systematically underreported." Impacts on
Native Americans in the
area who may use the
clams for making jewelry is not known.
•

Alaska Conservation
Foundation
441 West 5th Avenue, Suite
402 Anchorage, AK 995012340. Ph: (907)276-1917
Fax: (907) 274-4145.
nfo@akcf.org
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Alaska Center for tlfe
Environment
807 G Street, Suite 100
Anchorage, AK 99501 Ph:
(907) 274-3621. Fax: (907)
274-8733. ace@akcenter.org
Protecting Alaska's natural
ecosystems and quality of
life through grassroots
activism and education.
Alaska Marine Conservation
Council {AMCC}
PO Box 101145
Anchorage,AK 99501 Ph:
(907) 277-5357. Fax: (907)
277-5975 amcc@akmarine.org
www.akmarine.org
AMCC is a community-based
organization of people
working together to protect
the health and diversity of
Alaska's marine ecosystems.
-

Alaska Oceans Program
308 G Street, Suite 219
Anchorage, AK 99501
Ph: (907) 929-3553. Fax:
(907) 929-1562
info@alaskaoceans.net
www.alaskaoceans.org
The Alaska Oceans Program
(AOP) mission is to protect
and restore the amazing
diversity of the North
Pacific's ocean ecology,
including fish, wildlife, and
seabirds and their habitat,
while providing for sustainable human uses.
Alaska SeaLife Center
308 G Street, Suite 219
PO Box 1329 Seward AK
99664. Ph: 907-224-6311.
Fax: 907-224-6320.
jason_ wettstein@alaskaseal
ife.org.
·
www.alaskasealife.org
The Alaska SeaLife Center is
a non-profit marine science
facility dedicated to understanding and maintaining
the integrity of the marine
ecosystem of Alaska.
Alaska Wilderness League
122 C Street, NW, Suite 240
Washington, DC 20001
Ph: 202-544-5205
www.alaskawild.org
lexi@alaskawild.org
The Alaska Wilderness
League promotes national
recognition of Alaska's
spectacular wilderness areas
and advocates for the protection of Alaska's lands
and waters.
Southeast Alaska
Conservation
Council
Ph: (907) 586-6942. Fax:
(907) 463-3312
info@seacc.org

www.seacc.org
SEACC is devoted to protecting the prime old-growth
forest of the Tongass - our
biggest, wettest and wildest
national forest.
The Ocean Conservancy
425 G Street, Suite 400
Anchorage, AK 99501. Ph:
(90) 258-9922. Fax: (907)
258-9933
We envision a world of
healthy, protected oceans
with wild and flourishing
ecosystems, free of pollution, and filled with diverse
and abundant marine
wildlife.
Trustees for Alaska
1026 W. 4th Avenue, Suite
201, Anchorage, AK 99501
Ph: (907) 276.4244. Fax:
(907) 276.7110
www.trustees.org
ecolaw@trustees.org (for
general information)
Trustees is a non-profit,
public interest environmental law firm. For thirty
years, it has been on the
front lines fighting to protect Alaska's natural and
cultural resources.
Wilderness Society
Alaska Region
430 West 7th Ave., Suite
210, Anchorage, AK 99501
Ph: (907) 272-9453. Fax:
(907) 272-1670
www.wilderness.org
ak_office@tws.org
Center for Biological
Diversity
P.O. Box 710
Tucson AZ 85702-0710
Ph: 520.623.5252
Fax: 520.623.9797
www.biologicaldiversity.org
center@biologicaldiversity.org
Columbia Riverkeeper
P.O. Box 912 · Bingen, WA
98605. Ph: (509) 493-2808
P.O. Box 1254 Hood River,
OR 97031. Ph: (541) 3873030
.
721 NW 9th, Suite 300,
Portland, OR Portland, OR
877-252-6077
www.columbiariverkeeper.org
Earth justice
325 Fourth Street
Juneau, AK 99801-1145
(907) 586-2751
eajusak@earthjustice.org
www.earthjustice.org
Forest Guardians
312 Montezuma, Suite A
Santa Fe, NM 87501. Ph:
(505) 988-9126.
Fax: 505-989-8623.
swwild@fguardians.org
Green Fire Productions
PO Box 14906, Portland, OR
97293 .
www.greenfireproductions.org
karen@greenfireproductions.org. Ph: (541) 4864070. Fax 541-486-4010.
www.greenfireproductions.org
Creating communication
tools for conservation, sustainability, & justice

732 SW Third Ave., Suite
407, Portland, OR 97204
(503) 525-0193 .
onda@onda.org
www.onda.org

Hanford Action of Oregon
25-6 NW 23rd Pl. #406,
Portland, OR 97210
(503) 310-3050
hanfordaction@comcast.com
Working for an environment
safe from the uncontained
hazardous radioactive wastes
stored at Hanford, the
nation's largest high-level
nuclear waste dumpsite, and
the health of the Columbia
-River Basin.

Oregon Natural Resources
Council
5825 N Greeley, Portland,
OR 97217. Ph: (503) 2836343. Fax: (503) 283-0756
info@onrc.org
www.onrc.org
Pacific Rivers Council
PO Box 10798, Eugene, OR
97440. Ph; (541) 345-0119
info@pacrivers.org
www.pacrivers.org

Idaho Conservation
League
PO Box "844, Boise, Idaho
83701. Ph: (208) 345.6933
Fax: 208.344.0344
icl@wildidaho.org;
www.wildidaho.org

Rainbow Video and Film
Productions
2217 NW Johnson
Portland OR 97210
dgenasci@teleport.com.
www.rainbowvideoandfilm.c
om. Producing documen-

Oregon Natural Desert

Association
16 NW Kansas Ave., Bend,
OR 97701. Ph: (541) 3302638. Fax: (541) 385-3370

IT'S

taries on threats to our air,
water and forests. Working
with citizen groups using
'videos as activist tools.
Teaching production skills
to young activists.
Trout Unlimited
Western Conservation Office
213 SW Ash St., Suite 205
Portland OR 97204
(503) 827-5700
FAX (503) 827-5672
amoore@tu.org
www.tu.org
Waterwatch of Oregon
Rivers
213 SW Ash St., Suite 208,
Portland OR 97204
(503) 295-_4039 .
info@waterwatch.org
www.waterwatch.org
WaterWatch works to keep
water in its natural course
- thus protecting fish and
wildlife.

D1NNBR TIME!
... Thursday-Monday .
Advance Reservations Required

Moby Dick Hotel
& Oyster Farm

I
The Moby Dick is the perfect place to go for a
group. retreat. Conservation groups,
boards of directors, leadership councils and
other organizations will find great food arid
terrific accommodations to suit your needs. During
your stay, make sure you visit our world-class
organic oyster beds in picturesque Willapa Bay.

P.O. Box 82, Nahcotta, WA 98637
(360) 665-4543 • (360) 665-6887 (fax)
www.nwplace.com/mobydickhotel
mobydickhotel@willapabay.org

~~ c;--:;)
HOTEL TABARD INN
1739 N Street, N.W. Washington, D.C. 20036
FOR RESERVATIONS OR INFORMATION
(202) 785-1277 • FAX (202) 785-6173
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