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Executive Summary

Bottom trawling is a type of fishing
where huge nets are dragged for miles
along the seafloor to catch flatfish
like flounder or sole. Yet trawl nets
also destroy ancient corals and other
important habitats as they catch
everything in their path. This habitat
destruction has cascading impacts

to fish and other sea life, ultimately
threatening ocean ecosystems.

Our oceans face many threats including
climate change, pollution, overfishing,
bycatch, habitat destruction, and other
human impacts. All of these put extreme
stress on marine ecosystems. The cold and
remote waters of the Gulf of Alaska are no
exception; yet there is one human-caused
threat that has a practical solution that
has already been applied to most U.S. and
Canadian waters from the U.S. Arctic to
Southern California — freeze the footprint
of bottom trawling.

According to the National Academy of
Sciences, bottom trawling is the most
destructive form of fishing on seafloor
habitat like corals and sponges. In addition
to harming seafloor habitat, bottom
trawlers in Alaska catch and often waste
nontargeted salmon, halibut, crab and other
species central to the lives of Alaskans. The
Gulf of Alaska is the last place on the U.S.
west coast where industrial bottom trawling
can still be conducted in large areas of corals
and other ocean habitats vital for fish and
other animals.

OCEANA

However, there is a solution, one that has
been implemented throughout much of
the North Pacific. Oceana has worked with
fishery managers, fishermen, indigenous
communities, and other organizations to
save seafloor habitat through a “freeze the
footprint” approach to bottom trawling.

In this approach, bottom trawling can

only continue in areas that have already
been trawled, protecting new areas from
being destroyed and ensuring untrawled,
vibrant habitats remain intact. The freeze
the footprint approach also protects

key seafloor habitats within the existing
footprint such as coral gardens, seamounts,

canyon heads, rocky reefs, and sponge beds.

Along with limiting bycatch and protecting
important ecological areas within the
trawl footprint, this approach represents

a win-win for healthy fisheries and healthy
oceans.?

It’s time to implement this same approach
in the Gulf of Alaska. The North Pacific
Fishery Management Council’s “Essential
Fish Habitat” review process is currently
underway, where conservation measures
for ocean habitats in Alaska are considered
once every five years. This time measures
must include freezing the footprint of
bottom trawling in the Gulf of Alaska,
limiting waste of nontargeted species

like salmon and halibut, and protecting
important ecological areas within the
existing trawl footprint.

Areas closed to
bottom trawling

-y

Canada

In the North Pacific, fishery managers have
protected more than 1.3 million square miles
of seafloor habitat. The Gulf of Alaska is
the last place where a Freeze the Footprint
approach has not been implemented, and
there are enormous areas still under threat
from bottom trawling.
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The Gulf of Alaska Ecosystem

' The Gulf of Alaska spans from the rocky coasts of the Alaska Peninsula to the
inside waters of the Alexander Archipelago and has supported abundant fish

and wildlife populations and thriving communities for thousands of years.

Snow and glacial melt from large rivers feed into the Gulf and are circulated by

massive ocean currents, creating a highly productive ecosystem. Home to some

Y e Ao of the largest fishing ports in Alaska, the Guif of Alaska supports vibrant coastal
e b v v communities that rely directly on a healthy ocean.

Map: © Brianne Mecum | Oceana




The Living Seaf

Deep beneath the ocean’s surface there

is surprising diversity and an abundance

of life on the seafloor of the Gulf of
Alaska. Colorful, fragile and long-lived
deep sea corals and sponges thrive in
the cold, nutrient-rich waters, growing
for hundreds of years to form essential
habitat for fish and other animals. Yet

these important habitats could be wiped

out by a single pass of a bottom trawl
het.

Along with spectacular coral gardens,

the Gulf of Alaska contains kelp forests,
eelgrass meadows, and deep-sea sponges—
living habitat features used by fish, marine
mammals and other animals for feeding,
breeding and refuge. These living habitats,
along with physical features of the seafloor
like rocky reefs, pinnacles, or sand and
cobblestone, affect the distribution and
abundance of invertebrates and fish like
crab, pollock, Pacific cod, halibut, sablefish,
and a wide diversity of Northeast Pacific
rockfishes. Further offshore, a dramatic
shelf break drops to deeper and deeper
areas, the majority of which are yet to be
explored.

Most of what is known about life in the
deep-seais from records collected during
esearch trawl surveys.

die

Very little of the ocean floor has been
explored through the visual lens of
submersibles or remotely operated vehicles
(ROVs). Scientific data and observations
across the Gulf of Alaska, however, paint a
picture of aremarkable marine ecosystem.

In May 2022, Oceana embarked on an
eight-day expedition in the Gulf of Alaska,
visiting 16 sites and completing 23 dives
with an ROV and drop cameras. In that short
amount of time, we discovered a new coral
garden, groves of seawhips, and other key
seafloor habitats for marine life. We also
witnessed areas that had coral rubble on
the seafloor—a sad aftermath of industrial
bottom trawling with long-term impacts on
the health and productivity of the Gulf of
Alaska marine ecosystem.

~__Above photo: Alingcod and a gorgonian coral.© Oceana
@pposite page, top right: A purple jellyfish. © NOAA

2 If-of Alaska coastline-© Oceana

The Deep-Sea

The deep-seais the largest and least
explored habitat on earth, and there are
over 280,000 square miles of deep-sea
habitat in the Gulf of Alaska. Scientists
describe this expansive ocean region as the
area beyond the continental shelf, deeper
than 650 feet. This includes the continental
slope, seamounts, vast ocean trenches

and the deep-water column. Very little
light reaches the deep and no light at all
penetrates beyond 3,000 feet.

A diversity of fish, corals and sponges

not only persevere, but thrive, in the cold
darkness where they are uniquely adapted
to the seemingly crushing conditions.
Food filters down to the deep in the

form of dead plankton and other small
organisms. Other animals have adapted to
survive in association with methane seeps
and vents that fuel deep-sea ecosystems
with chemical energy released from the
earth’s crust.>*Well beyond the reach of
surface storms, waves, and tides, deep-
sea ecosystems are generally serene and
typically undisturbed.

Abat star and anemone in a hydrocoral gardens. © Oceana
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Yet even the far reaches of the deep
remain vulnerable to human disturbance.
And in the Gulf of Alaska, no threat is
more direct than bottom trawling. At
depths up to 3,300 feet, the massive
steel doors and footrope of bottom trawl
nets scrape and smother living seafloor
habitats. As fishing technologies develop
and expand, it is critical to prevent bottom
trawls from shifting into new areas and
reaching even greater depths.




Deep sea corals grow incredibly slowly.

But over time they create highly complex
habitats commonly referred to as coral
gardens. These coral gardens are home

to a variety of marine life, from seafloor
creatures like basket stars, anemones or
sea stars, to shellfish like shrimp or crab, as
well as many commercial fish species like
rockfishes, cod and flatfishes. Fish and crab
use deep-sea coral habitat for shelter and
feeding sites where there is often increased
prey abundance. Some rockfishes use the
shelter of coral gardens as spawning and
breeding habitat.®

Corals and large sponges in the Gulf of
Alaska are Essential Fish Habitat (EFH) for
juvenile and adult yelloweye rockfish.”

Coral and sponge communities provide shelter for
numerous fish species in the Gulf of Alaska. © NOAA

Coral Gardens

Corals are living animals, some of which
can survive for thousands of years. An
astounding 70 species of cold-water corals
have been documented throughout the
Gulf of Alaska.”Unlike their tropical reef-
forming counterparts, these corals inhabit
cold waters ranging from as shallow as 20
feet in nearshore bays to as deep as 15,000
feet on the slopes of offshore seamounts.”
Gorgonians and black corals are most T

common in the Gulf of Alaska, but there : ki gﬁ % ‘ -
are many more, including stony corals, Rockfish and urchins congregate around alarge red tree
hydrocorals and true soft corals. coralin the Guif of Alaska. © NOAA

OCEANA

Sponge Gardens

While they may resemble a plant, sponges
are living animals that filter water through
their porous bodies to feed. There are 50
confirmed sponge species in the Gulf of
Alaska but scientists suspect there may
be as many as 80 or more.? Like corals,
sponges are a major component of the
Gulf of Alaska’s living marine habitat and
an integral part of the region’s seafloor
ecosystems. Gardens of large sponges, often Apregnant rockfish takes shelter ina glass sponge.
found with corals, are used by fish and other ONOAA

invertebrates for shelter, breeding and
feeding, supporting food webs and helping
to maintain the Gulf’s deep-sea biodiversity.

Awhite vase sponge with yellow crinoids in the
Gulf of Alaska. © NOAA

What is Essential Fish Habitat?

“Essential Fish Habitat” is a legal term describing the
habitat essential for feeding, breeding and growth of
managed fish species. The National Marine Fisheries
Service is required by law to identify these habitats,
minimize impacts to the habitat and identify actions to
conserve and enhance such habitat.




Sea Whip Groves

Sea whips and sea pens found in the Gulf

of Alaska are a type of habitat-forming
cold-water coral. They grow in soft
sediments along the continental shelf

and can create vertical habitat almost three
feet in height in what would otherwise

be a flat featureless plain. Sea whip

groves provide cover from predators and
enhance the abundance and availability

of prey species. For example, Pacific

ocean perch (a type of rockfish) have been
observed using sea whip groves as shelter at
night after feeding on krill above the groves
during the day.’
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From microscopic plankton to the The Gulf of Alaska contains over 100
largest whales, seamounts provide seamounts that rise over 3,000 feet and
an essential foundation for life in the most remain unnamed, let alone explored.*°
Gulf of Alaska. These underwater Their remoteness, hundreds of miles from
mountains forged by volcanic activity land, means many have never been fished
are biological hotpots that rise above and are likely pristine. These living habitats
the surrounding basin floor. Deep are also sensitive and vulnerable to fishing
underwater currents climb along the impacts. As such, in 2006, the National
base of seamounts toward the ocean Marine Fisheries Service designated
surface, mixing with nutrients and light 15 protected areas for seamounts in the
: and sparking oases of life. These deep Gulf of Alaska where all bottom contact
Adense seapen grove. © NOAA mountain chains support unique ecosystems fishing gears are prohibited.
Above photo: Various rockfish species in the Gulf of Alaska. distinct from the surrounding area with
©NOAA communities of deep-sea corals,

sponges, octopi, and fish.
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Bottom trawlers drag enormous nets for
up to 15 miles along the seafloor, gouging
and furrowing the bottom which in turn
damages and destroys essential fish
habitats. Corals, sponges and other living
creatures, which can live for centuries,
are uprooted and smashed.

Bottom trawling is the most destructive
form of industrial fishing on sensitive
seafloor habitats. It is also an indiscriminate
fishing method. While a handful of animals
such as some crabs, snails and sea stars
may pass under or through the gear, alive
or in pieces, the net fills with both intended
and unintended catch of fish, crabs, marine
mammals, corals, sponges, and other living
seafloor habitat. The intended catch is kept
for sale and everything else caught in the
net—the unintended catch, or “bycatch’—is
discarded dead or dying, or ground into
fishmeal.

The Fisheries Service estimates that in the
last 20 years, at least 26% of the seafloor in
Alaska less than 3,000 feet deep has been
trawled. This includes thousands of square
miles of Gulf of Alaska seafloor trawled each
year.!!

Seafloor habitat that is continually trawled
is in a constant state of disturbance and
recovery, becoming patchy, less structured
and less diverse as rock piles are scattered,
bedforms are smoothed over, and long-lived
corals and sponges are destroyed.

The seafloor community changes, favoring
faster-growing organisms and scavengers,
and the remaining seafloor animals are
smaller and younger.121314.1>

Pristine seafloor habitat can be changed
forever by one pass of a trawl that
obliterates corals, sponges, and other
habitats that can take hundreds of years

to grow. Bottom trawling reduces the
complexity, diversity and productivity of
seafloor habitats and repeated trawling can
result in significant ecological changes.?®

OCEANA

They came to the Sand Point area, Shumagin Bank area, and fished it hard. Since
then those fishing grounds have never been the same. Those 200-pound halibut
are all gone along with the small and medium size fish and everything else. No
starfish hanging on the ground line, no cod fish or rock fish or crabs. No skate eggs
or skates or scallops. That spot was dragged and dragged and scraped and scraped
and now it’s dead, nothing.

JIMRICHARDS
F/V Bergen
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Photo opposite page: An undisturbed bubble gum coral provides shelter for a Pacific cod. © NOAA
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While factory trawlers and catcher vessel trawlers use different types of trawl gear for targeting OCEANA
pollock, cod, flatfish or rockfish, there are common gear elements found throughout the practice of bottom trawling:
. 1) Steel cables run from the vessel attached to (2) steel doors that spread open the gear. (3) Cable ‘sweeps’ to herd fish towards the net

that run from the trawl doors to the mouth of the net. Sweeps may have plastic disks or bobbins to elevate the cable slightly above the
seafloor. (4) A ‘footrope’ to keep the bottom mouth of the net in near contact with the seafloor. Footropes can be either a series of tires

or disks that roll along the sea floor or just a bare chain, depending on trawl type. (5) A conical net of braided plastic rope mesh panels of
decreasing size, taper
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More than 40 species of fish and
invertebrates are caught in the Gulf of
Alaska. Salmon, crab, halibut, rockfish
and other high value species are a

source of jobs, food security and cultural

identity for thousands of residents in
the region. These same species are often
caught and killed as bycatch in bottom
trawl nets.

Indigenous peoples have utilized marine
life sustainably from the Gulf of Alaska for
millennia. Prior to Russian invasion in the
1700s, a population of 15 to 30 thousand
Inupiat, Koniag, Tlingit, Sugpiak, and
Athabaskan people lived in several hundred
coastal villages and seasonal fishing and
hunting camps.'”'8 Some villages have been
occupied for over 7,000 years, a testament

to the sustaining ocean resources of the
Gulf.

Gulf of Alaska fish populations are an
economic engine for commerce and jobs.
The region’s commercial fisheries provide
direct employment for 14,500 people in
the equivalent of 6,000 full time jobs as
captains and crew in the region (Figure

1).Y? Thousands more jobs are supported

by recreational fishing, seafood processing,
fisheries management and monitoring, boat

and equipment maintenance and repair, and

7the se o_n dary effects from ﬁshlng income

y- - ' » e :
. i 3 N - AN g ‘-:—'-.'- : -3.-' .

r'- 2 - i ;] a8 “’uéf @ ._ - ( o ; 'A‘ »'.' .‘ :
B F L R e 2

bove phot@ Comrherually caught Paoﬁc halibut,© N@AA

Salmon are the most important species in
terms of total catch and value paid to local
fishermen, and salmon fisheries contribute
the largest proportion of fishing jobs and
locally owned fishing vessels in the Gulf of
Alaska. Pacific halibut and sablefish also
support a large proportion of local fishing
jobs and fishing vessels in the Gulf of Alaska.

Local fishing vessel ownership is extremely
important to the viability of Alaskan

coastal fishing communities since most
economic impact from fisheries flows to the
communities where fishing vessel owners
reside. Vessel owners generally hire crew
that they know from the community and
their wages are spent locally.?°

"Dungeness crab © N@AA

OCEANA

Trawl Fisheries Small Boat Fisheries
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Figure 1: Economic comparison of the Gulf of Alaska’s largest commercial fisheries.'’
19



Large volumes of “groundfish” (a catch-
all term for finfish other than halibut
and salmon) are caught by a relatively
small number of trawl vessels. A trawler
can drag up to 10 tons of marine life
from the ocean floor in a single haul.

While trawl vessels remove huge amounts
of groundfish, they only provide a small
proportion of the Gulf of Alaska fishing
jobs. The Gulf of Alaska trawl fleet in recent
years has employed an average of 450 crew
in 255 crew positions, accounting for 4% of
the direct fishing harvest jobs in the Gulf of
Alaska, and 3% of its workers.?!

Factory trawlers provide little direct
fishing and no processing employment

for Gulf of Alaska communities.?! Gulf of
Alaska communities get some benefit from
fish landings taxes levied on the factory
trawl catch. Recently, some factory trawl
companies sued the State of Alaska to
abolish these taxes but were ultimately
unsuccessful.??

Bottom Trawling: A Checkered Past

In the 1960's and 70's, foreign factory
trawlers expanded into Alaskan waters and
overfished stocks of groundfish species like

Pacific ocean perch, pollock and sablefish.
This damaged habitat and displaced local
fisheries and ultimately led to the creation
of the offshore 200 nautical mile Exclusive
Economic Zones (EEZ) for coastal nations to
have more control over their fisheries.

~ Today, foreign fishing is not allowed within

the U.S. EEZ off Alaska (Figure 2) but the

Pacific cod trawling is most efficient when
cod schools aggregate densely in the
winter while preparing to spawn. Trawlers
are permitted to target cod during this
spawning period before the start of other
cod fisheries, scattering the schools and
damaging the seafloor while leaving fewer
cod for other smaller pot and longline cod
fisheries.

Rockfish trawling claims to be a midwater
fishery, yet catches corals and sponges and
is on the seafloor as often as 40% of the
time.!

Pollock trawling is regulated as a midwater
fishing practice yet some pollock trawls
make contact with the seafloor up to 100%
of the time.1!

Flatfish trawling damages habitat and
catches halibut and other valuable species
while dragging up low value species like
arrowtooth flounder. In some years, the
value of halibut killed as bycatch during
flatfish trawling rivals the value of the total
catch of the flatfish species being targeted
(Table 1).

& |

4 —

Industrial bottom trawl gear on net reels. © NOAA

Bottom trawling represents a clear
threat to essential fish habitats, fish
populations and local fisheries in the

Guif of Alaska while providing minimal
economic benefit to local people and
communities.

groundfish fisheries are still industrial -
operations dominated Dy bottom trawling.

- ".-_' - ¥ ' Lo e
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Irawl Bycatch

While trawling can be profitable for a
few participants, trawl nets catch and
waste enormous numbers of salmon,
halibut and other species. This catch
of non-targeted species is known as
“bycatch”.

Fish, mammals, corals and other animals
caught as bycatch are often tossed over the
side dead or dying. Trawl fisheries in Alaska,
especially bottom trawling, have discarded
billions of animals as bycatch since trawling
was introduced in 1960s. This includes
salmon, halibut, rockfish, black cod, crab
and other high value fish, living seafloor
habitat like corals, sponges, and seawhips,
and even seals, sea lions, dolphins and
whales.

However, bycatch estimates in the trawl
catcher vessel fleet are uncertain and likely
underestimated. In recent yearsonly 1

out of 6 of these bottom trawl trips was
observed by a federal fisheries observer.?

Trawl Fishery
Flatfish
Pacific cod
Pollock
Rockfish/Sablefish
Total

Halibut Mortality
452,126 |bs.

205,084 Ibs.

In recent years, flatfish bottom trawl
vessels in the Gulf of Alaska have caught
and wasted so much halibut as bycatch that
the value of their bycatch has outpaced the
actual value of the fishery. For example, in
2017 Gulf flatfish trawlers caught $6 million
worth of arrowtooth flounder in targeted
catch and discarded $9.8 million worth of
Pacific halibut as bycatch.?!

Halibut Value Lost

$2,500,000

$1,100,000

Table 1: Average annual halibut bycatch mortality in Gulf of Alaska trawl fisheries, 2015-

20192

OCEANA

Trawl vessels in the Gulf of Alaska discard an estimated

24 million Ibs. of bycatch each year, including:>**

ROCKFISH FLATFISH HALIBUT SABLEFISH
5.5 million Ibs. 4.6 million Ibs. 2.7 million Ibs. 1.6 million Ibs.

POLLOCK PACIFIC COD TANNER CRAB CHINOOK SALMON
3.1 million Ibs. 900,000 Ibs. 100,000 crab 21,000 salmon

Over 150,000 Ibs. of living
seafloor habitat including
corals and sponges are
caught as bycatch every
year by trawl fisheries in
the Gulf of Alaska.?

Pacific white-sided dolphins killed by a trawl fishery in Alaska.
Obtained via FOIA request by Oceana.



Bottom trawling damages seafloor habitats
and threatens the sustainability of local
fisheries throughout the Gulf of Alaska.
Fishery managers have a responsibility to
take action to protect ocean habitats and
minimize the damage from bottom trawling.
This can be done in a way that helps ensure
vibrant fisheries, healthy oceans and
thriving local communities exist into the
future.

1. Freeze the Bottom Trawl Footprint in the Gulf of Alaska

Federal fishery managers must build on their precautionary approach to
habitat conservation by freezing the footprint of bottom trawling in the Gulf

of Alaska and protecting key areas within the footprint. This fundamental
conservation approach is necessary to prevent the expansion of bottom
trawling into new areas, and to protect corals, sponges and other living
seafloor habitat that still exist inside the footprint. This approach is an
established practice in many regions and it is consistent with NOAA's Deep-sea
Coral and Sponge Strategic Plan.?8 It has already been implemented off much of
the U.S. West Coast, British Columbia, Bering Sea and Arctic. But not, however,
in the Gulf of Alaska.

While some areas in the Gulf of Alaska have already been closed to bottom
trawling, including off Southeast Alaska and some offshore seamounts, the
vast majority of the central and western Gulf of Alaska remains open to
bottom trawling.

-Kodiak coastline. © Oceana

OCEANA

2. Protect Priority Habitats Within the Trawl Footprint

Ecologically important and sensitive habitat features like rocky reefs, coral
and sponge gardens, sea whip groves, and submarine canyons that are within
the bottom trawl footprint should also be protected. Bottom trawl closures
are an important tool for protecting areas known to contain sensitive habitats.
Conservation areas can be identified by mapping the location and extent of
priority habitat features and bottom trawl fishing effort, so that conservation
actions protect important ecological areas but avoid core fishing grounds.

3. Reduce Bycatch and Establish 100% Observer Coverage in Gulf
of Alaska Trawl Fisheries

Observer coverage is needed on all Gulf of Alaska trawling vessels. This will
provide the best and most timely data that managers need to ensure trawl
vessels do not exceed bycatch limits. Fishery managers must also establish

hard caps on the amount of bycatch trawlers are allowed to catch, especially as
valuable fish populations, such as salmon and halibut, are in decline across much
of Alaska and many local, directed fisheries are asked to catch less.

Above photo: Adusky rockﬁsh hides underneath a bubblegum coral. © NOAA



The choices we make today in the Gulf of Alaska will cascade for generations and determine
whether the region remains a vibrant ocean ecosystem home to abundant fish and wildlife,
where people can live and thrive in partnership with the sea as they have for thousands of
years.

Protecting corals, sponges and other vibrant and important habitats from bottom trawling
is fundamental to that healthy future, especially considering the global threats our oceans
face from climate change and other large scale human impacts we are still struggling to
comprehend.

Right now, the North Pacific Fishery Management Council is in the process of their Essential
Fish Habitat review to identify habitats that may be at risk from fishing and developing
measures to protect them. This happens only once every five years, and we cannot afford to
wait any longer to protect long-lived corals, sponges and other essential habitat areas in the
Gulf of Alaska.

Join us today as we work to freeze the footprint of bottom trawling in the Gulf of Alaska,
protect priority habitats within the trawl footprint, and reduce the waste of salmon, halibut,
crab, corals and other species central to the lives of thousands of Alaskans.

Sunset over volcanoes in the Gulf of Alaska.© Oceana
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