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Executive Summary
The actions evaluated in this document

This document provides environmental and socio-economic analysis for these related actions:

. publication of proposed specifications for the Bering Sea and Aleutian Islands (BSAI)

. publication of proposed specifications for the Gulf of Alaska (GOA)

. publication of interim specifications for the BSAI

. publication of interim specifications for the GOA

. GOA Fishery Management Plan (FMP) Amendment 63 to move skate species from the “other
species” complex to the target species list in the GOA

. Specification management methods for skate harvest in the GOA

Purpose and Need

The implementation of the 2004 harvest specifications, and Amendment 63, are necessary for the
management of the groundfish fisheries and the conservation of marine resources, as required by the
Magnuson-Stevens Fishery Conservation and Management Act (Magnuson-Stevens Act). The specifications
provide the limits, seasonal apportionments and fishing sector allocations for target species and prohibited
species. NMFS uses the specifications to control fishing activities in the exclusive economic zone of Alaska
waters. The specifications are renewed annually based on the latest stock assessment information, ensuring
the fisheries are managed on the best available science.

Amendment 63 to the GOA FMP is necessary to conserve skate species inthe GOA. A directed skate fishery
developed rapidly in 2003 and concerns exist for potential overfishing of skates by directed fishing or by
incidental catch in other fisheries. Placing skates in the target species category will allow specifications to
be developed for skates providing the means to NMFS to control the harvest of skates in the GOA.

Environmental Assessment

An Environmental Assessment (EA) was prepared for the 2004 Specifications and Amendment 63 (GOA
skates) to address the statutory requirements of the National Environmental Policy Act (NEPA). The purpose
of the environmental assessment (EA) is to predict whether the impacts to the human environment resulting
from setting the 2004 harvest specifications and implementation of Amendment 63 will be significant. If the
predicted impacts from the preferred alternatives are insignificant, and those alternatives are chosen, no
further analysis is necessary to comply with the requirements of the NEPA.

2004 Harvest Specifications Alternatives

TAC specifications define upper retained harvest limits, or fishery removals, for the subject fishing year.
These specifications are made for each managed species or species group, and in some cases, by species and
sub-area. Sub-allocations of TAC are made for biological and socio-economic reasons according to
percentage formulas established through FMP amendments.

Each of the five 2004 specifications alternatives represents alternative amounts of total allowable catch that
could be set for managed species and species groups for fishing year 2004. The alternatives have been
selected to display a wide range of ABCs and TACs and their impacts to the environment. Fishing mortality
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(retained and discarded) is indicated as F. TAC specifications are harvest quotas that include both retained
catch and discarded catch. The five alternatives for the proposed and interim harvest specifications are:

Alternative 1:

Alternative 2:

Alternative 3:

Alternative 4:

Alternative 5;

Set TACs to produce fishing mortality rates, F, that are equal to maxF g, “MmaxF,gc”
refers to the maximum permissible value of F,;- under Amendment 56. Historically, TAC
has been constrained by ABC, so this alternative provides a likely upper limit for setting
TAC within the limits established by the fishery management plan.

Set TACs that fall within the range of ABCs recommended by the Plan Team’s and
TACs recommended by the Council. (Preferred alternative). Under this scenario, F is
set equal to a constant fraction of maxF,s. The recommended fractions of maxF .. may
vary among species or stocks, based on other considerations unique to individual species or
stocks.

For Tiers 1, 2, and 3, set TAC to produce F equal to 50% of maxF 5. For Tiers 4, 5,
and 6, set TAC equal to 50% of TAC associated with maxF ,zc. This alternative provides
a likely lower bound on F,5 that still allows future harvest rates to be adjusted downward
should stocks fall below reference levels.

For Tiers 1, 2, and 3, set TAC to produce F equal to the most recent five year average
actual F. For Tiers 4, 5, and 6, set TAC equal to the most recent five year average
actual catch. This alternative recognizes that for some stocks, TAC may be set well below
ABC, and recent average F may provide a better indicator of F;, than F,gc.

Set TAC equal to zero. This alternative recognizes that, in extreme cases, TAC may be set
at a level close to zero. This is the no action alternative.

Amendment 63 Alternatives

This EA/RIR/IRFA evaluates two FMP-level alternatives for moving GOA skates out of the “other species”
grouping and placing skates in the target species category, setting OFL, ABC, and TAC levels separately for
skates.! It also evaluates three specifications-level alternatives for incorporating skates into specifications,
contingent on an FMP level decision to break them out of the GOA “other species” category.

FMP Amendment 63 Alternatives

Two alternatives are considered for removing skates from the “other species” category in the GOA FMP.

These are:

(A) the status quo, no action alternative, under which skates would continue to be managed as a part
of the “other species” category, and

(B) an action alternative under which Section 3.1 of the GOA FMP would be amended to remove
skates from the “other species” category and add them to the “target species” category.

The action discussed in this section does not change the BSAI FMP. It does not change the management
of skates in the BSAI.



Skate specifications

Three alternatives are considered for skate specifications, contingent on an FMP-level decision to treat skates
asatarget species: (1) a single GOA wide OFL for the skate group, and management area ABCs for the skate
group, (2) a single GOA wide OFL for skates, and ABCs for key skate species in each management area,
(3) management area OFLs and ABCs for each key skate species.

Environmental Analysis

The EA evaluated the specifications alternatives and the Amendment 63 (GOA skates) alternatives, with
respect to the following classes of effects:

. effects on target species

. effects on incidental catch of non-specified species

. effects on forage fish species

. effects on prohibited species

. effects on marine mammals and ESA listed marine mammals

. effects on seabirds

. effects on marine benthic habitat and essential fish habitat

. effects on the ecosystem

. effects on State of Alaska managed state waters seasons and parallel fisheries for groundfish
. social and economic consequences.

Significance is determined by considering the context in which the action will occur and the intensity of the
action. The context in which the action will occur includes the specific resources, ecosystem, and the human
environment affected. The intensity of the action includes the type of impact (beneficial versus adverse),
duration of impact.

The intent of TAC setting deliberations is to balance the harvest of fish during the 2004 fishing year
consistent with established total optimum yield amounts and ecosystem needs. The effect of the alternatives
must be evaluated for all resources, species and issues that may directly or indirectly interact with the
groundfish fisheries within the action area as a result of specified TAC levels. The impacts of alternative
TAC levels are assessed in section 4 of this EA. The Table below provides a summary of the impacts of the
proposed and interim harvest specifications alternatives on the human environment.

Summary of significant determinations with respect to direct and indirect impacts.

Coding: | = Insignificant, S = Significant, + = beneficial, - = adverse, U = Unknown
Issue [ A1 [ At2 | AL3 | A4 | A5
Marine Mammals

Incidental take/entanglement in I I I I I
marine debris

Spatialitemporal concentration of I I I I S+
fishery

Global Harvest of prey species I I | | U
Disturbance I I | | S+




Coding: | = Insignificant, S = Significant, + = beneficial, - = adverse, U = Unknown

Issue

Alt. 1

Alt. 2

Alt. 3

Alt. 4

Alt. 5

Fishing mortality

S+

Spatial temporal concentration of
catch

S+

Change in prey availability

S+

Habitat suitability: change in
suitability of spawning, nursery,
or settlement habitat, etc.

S+

Prohibited Species Management

Incidental Catch of prohibited
species stocks

Harvest levels in directed
fisheries targeting prohibited
species

Bycatch levels of prohibited
species in directed groundfish
fisheries

S+

Northern Fulmar

Incidental take-BSAl

Incidental take-GOA

Prey availability

Benthic habitat

Proc. waste & offal

Short-tailed Albatross

Incidental take

Prey Availability

Benthic Habitat

Proc. Waste & Offal

Other Albatrosses & Shearwaters

Incidental Take

Prey Availability

Benthic Habitat

Proc. Waste & Offal

Piscivorous Seabirds (Also Breeding in Alaska)

Incidental Take

Prey Availability

U

Benthic Habitat

Xi




Coding: | = Insignificant, S = Significant, + = beneficial, - = adverse, U = Unknown

Issue

Alt. 1

Alt. 2

Alt. 3

Alt. 4

Alt. 5

Proc. Waste & Offal

Eiders (Spectacled and Stellers)

Incidental Take

Prey Availability

Benthic Habitat

c|C

c|C

c|C

Proc. Waste & Offal

Other Seabird Species

Incidental Take

Prey Availability

Benthic Habitat

Proc. Waste & Offal

Marine Benthic Habitat

Mortality and damage to HAPC
by biota by bottom trawl gear

S+

Modification of Benthic
Community Structure

S+

Changes in Distribution of
Fishing Effort

BS and
GOA =

Al =1

S+

Ecosystem Considerations

Predator-Prey Relationships

Energy Flow and Balance

Diversity

State waters seasons

Pollock PWS

Pacific cod GOA

Sablefish PWS and SEI

Parallel seasons BSAI and GOA
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Coding: | = Insignificant, S = Significant, + = beneficial, - = adverse, U = Unknown
Issue [ ALl [ A2 | AL3 | A4 | ALS
Economic Indicators

First wholesale gross revenues S+ I S- S- S-
Operating cost impacts S- I S+ S+ S+
Net returns to industry S+ I S- S S-
Safety and health impacts U I U U S-
Impacts on related fisheries U I U U S-
Consumer effects S+ I S- S
Management and enforcement S- I I I S+
Excess capacity S+ I S- S S-
Bycatch and discards I I | | S+
Passive use values U I U U
Non-market use values U I U U
Non-consumptive use values U I U U

The proposed action for Amendment 63 is limited in scope and will not likely affect all environmental
components of the GOA. The effects discussion for Amendment 63 is limited to groundfish target species
impacts (including skates, other species and Pacific cod), Pacific halibut, and social and economic impacts.
FMP Alternative B, which provides more protection to the skate stock biomass, has been given an
insignificant designation for effects on skate species. The other species TAC will increase with the creation
of a new target species TAC because the other species TAC is a percentage of the combined GOA TACs for
groundfish target species. Additional Pacific cod and Pacific halibut may also be taken in the skate fishery
as incidental catch, reducing the amount of TAC or halibut PSC available for a directed Pacific cod fishery
or the shallow water complex fisheries. The effects of increased harvest of other species, Pacific cod, and
Pacific halibut is expected to have insignificant effects because of harvest limits for these prohibited and
target species and target complex.

The economic impacts of Amendment 63 are discussed in the Initial Regulatory Flexibility Analysis (small
entity analysis) in Chapter 7, and in the Regulatory Impact Review (RIR) in chapter 8. The impacts will
depend on decisions made by the Council in setting a skate TAC. The purpose of the FMP amendment is
to give managers more control over skate harvests in the GOA to constrain harvests if necessary to protect
the skate biomass. This action may lead to limits of the gross revenues from fishing in the short run, but as
a result of protecting the biomass, may lead to greater gross revenues from a sustainable fishery.
Consideration must also be given to the impacts on the Pacific cod fisheries and the shallow water complex
fisheries of the GOA which are limited by available halibut PSC. The taking of Pacific cod and halibut in
the skate directed fishery may reduce the amount of directed fishing allowed in the Pacific cod directed
fishery and in the shallow water complex fisheries. Skate specifications Alternatives 2 and 3 may result in
a change in fishing gear or vessels. Given the uncertainties about future Council TAC setting, and with
respect to industry’s valuation of the trade off between potential short run restrictions and long run
sustainability, the significance of socio-economic impacts has been designated, “unknown.”
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Initial Requlatory Flexibility Analysis

Separate Initial Regulatory Flexibility Analyses (IRFA) were performed for the 2004 Specifications and
Amendment 63 (GOA skates) to address the statutory requirements of the Regulatory Flexibility Act of 1980,
as amended by the Small Business Regulatory Fairness Act of 1996. These acts require an analysis of the
adverse economic impacts of regulatory actions subject to the notice and comment provisions of the
Administrative Procedures Act on directly regulated small entities.

The 2004 Specifications establish harvest limits for the groundfish species and species groups in the BSAI
and GOA. This action is necessary to allow groundfish fishing in 2004. The IRFA for this action determined
that 1,353 small catcher vessels, 33 small catcher processors, and six small CDQ groups would be directly
regulated by this action. Inthe BSAI, overall first wholesale revenues under the preferred alternative would
be very similar to those in 2003. There do not seem to have been large shifts in the revenues form the
different species that might be masked by the overall BSAI totals. On this basis, the proposed specifications
are not expected to adversely affect the cash flow or profitability of small entities operating in the BSAL.
A similar situation appears in the GOA. 2004 gross revenues are projected to be very similar to those in
2003. Large changes in revenues from changes in relative species harvests are not apparent. The proposed
specifications are not expected to adversely affect the cash flow or profitability of small entities operating
inthe GOA. The action does not impose new recordkeeping or reporting requirements on small entities. The
analysis did not reveal any Federal rules that duplicate, overlap or conflict with the proposed action.

Amendment 63 amends the GOA FMP so as to separate skate species from the “other species” category in
the GOA, and add it to the “target species” category. Skates would receive their own OFL, ABC, and TAC.
Three alternative ways of incorporating a skate OFL, ABC, and TAC in specifications are under
consideration. This action is proposed in order to give fishery managers more power to protect the skate
biomass in the face of a fishery that developed rapidly in 2003. The IRFA for this action ascertained that
933 small hook-and-line vessels, 15 small hook-and-line catcher-processors, 117 small trawl catcher vessels,
and 4 small catcher processors, might be directly regulated by this action. This action has the potential to
limit harvests, and fishery gross revenues, in the short run in order to protect the biomass and preserve the
fishery for the long term. The actual impacts would depend on the way the Council chooses to incorporate
skates into the specifications, and on the annual specifications recommendations made by the Council.
Alternative 3 is likely to be the most burdensome of the specifications alternatives for small entities, since
it provides for skate species and area specific OFLs and is most likely to lead to operational constraints on
fishing vessels. Alternative 2, which provides for a GOA-wide OFL, and species and area specific ABCs
would be less burdensome. Alternative 1 which provides for a GOA OFL and area specific (not species
specific) ABCswould be the least burdensome. Alternatives that require species specific ABCs or OFLs will
impose new recordkeeping or reporting requirements on the directly regulated small entities. Currently
fishermen only report to the skate “group.” The analysis did not reveal any Federal rules that duplicate,
overlap, or conflict with the proposed action.

Regulatory Impact Review

A Regulatory Impact Review was performed for Amendment 63 (GOA skates) to address the requirements
of Presidential Executive Order 12866 (EO 12866). EO 12866 requires a cost-benefit analysis for certain
Federal actions. As noted above, this action involves an FMP-level decision (whether or not to move skates
from the GOA FMP “other species” category to its “target species” category) and a decision on how to
incorporate the skates into the annual specifications process.
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Under the status quo (FMP-level Alternative A) the Council does not have the ability to protect the skate
species. In 2003, the “other species” complex TAC is larger than the OFL for skates. Harvest by the new
targeted skate fishery could drive down the skate biomass and reduce its reproductive potential. This is
particularly problematic since there is great uncertainty about the biology and population dynamics of skates.
Skate species are believed to have low fecundity, and low growth rates, which would lead to slow recoveries
if stocks were fished down. While revenues from the fishery would be higher in the short run, while the
biomass was being driven down, they would be lower in the longer run as a reduced biomass supports a
smaller skate fishery. Fishing costs might be higher if the biomass were fished down due to lower catch per
unit of effort.

This key tradeoff, between the cost of constraints on the fishery in the short run, and the long-run benefits
from protection of the stock, with possibly higher harvests and revenues in the long run, will be affected by
the way the Council chooses to incorporate the skates into the specifications. Alternative 3 may be the most
costly of the specifications alternatives for small entities, since it provides for skate species and area specific
OFLs and may be most likely to lead to operational constraints on fishing vessels. However, Alternative 3
is also believed to provide the most protection to the skate stocks. Alternative 2, which provides for a GOA-
wide OFL, and species and area specific ABCs would be less burdensome than Alternative 3, but would also
provide somewhat less protection for the stocks. Because the management of skates under Alternatives 2 and
3 would be to the area TAC level, the addition of area specific OFLs under Alternative 3 may not add much
more protection. Alternative 1 which provides fora GOA OFL and area specific (not species specific) ABCs
would be the least burdensome, but creates the possibility of overharvesting of individual skate stocks within
the skate group.

The benefits and costs of these alternatives will depend in part on the annual ABC and TAC
recommendations made by the Council. They would also depend on future fishing activity in the absence
of the action, the impact of the activity on skate biomass, and the choice of a discount rate used to facilitate
a comparison of current and future revenues.

Both alternatives do give fishery managers considerably greater control over skate harvests in the face of
future uncertainty. Alternative 3 gives more control than Alternative 2. This control may be important as
a rapidly expanding fishery begins to harvest this species with relatively low fecund