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1. Introduction  
On November 15, 2018, the National Marine Fisheries Service (NMFS) issued a final Environmental 
Assessment (EA) and Finding of No Significant Impact (FONSI) pursuant to the National Environmental 
Act (NEPA) for the Pacific Coast Groundfish Fishery 2019-20 Harvest Specifications and Management 
Measures; hereafter, “the 2019-20 EA”.   Under NEPA, the longer-term framework and environmental 
impacts were disclosed in the Harvest Specifications and Management Measures for 2015-2016 and 
Biennial Periods Thereafter Final Environmental Impact Statement (EIS) (PFMC and NMFS 2015; 
hereafter, “the 2015 EIS”). The framework established a process by which NEPA documents for 
subsequent biennial periods would evaluate changes from the default harvest policies and environmental 
impacts that fell outside the range of impacts evaluated in the 2015 EIS.  

The limited entry fixed gear (LEFG) primary (tier) sablefish fishery (hereafter, “sablefish primary 
fishery”) is managed under the Pacific Coast Groundfish Fishery Management Plan (PFMC 2019).  The 
conditions of the groundfish fisheries and impacts to the affected environment were described in the 2015 
EIS and the tiered 2019-20 EA.  Based on a recommendation from the Pacific Fishery Management 
Council, NMFS is proposing to initiate an Emergency Rule to temporarily extend the primary sablefish 
season from October 31, 2020 to December 31, 2020; and extend the period allowed for incidental halibut 
retention until noon local time on November 15, 2020 with an incidental landing ratio of 250 lbs. halibut 
per 1,000 lbs. sablefish landed and up to two halibut in excess of the limit.   

This Supplemental Information Report (SIR) is being prepared using the 2020 CEQ NEPA Regulations. 
The effective date of the 2020 CEQ NEPA Regulations was September 14, 2020, and reviews begun after 
this date are required to apply the 2020 regulations unless there is a clear and fundamental conflict with 
an applicable statute. 85 Fed. Reg. at 43372-73 (§§ 1506.13, 1507.3(a)). This SIR began on September 
17, 2020 after the Council’s decision and accordingly proceeds under the 2020 regulations. 

The purpose of this SIR is to determine whether there is a need for a supplemental NEPA analysis based 
on substantial changes to the proposed action that are relevant to environmental concerns; or any 
significant new circumstances or information relevant to environmental concerns and bearing on the 
proposed action or its impacts. (40 CFR 1502.9(d)(1), CEQ 2020). 

2. Background  
The sablefish primary fishery is a limited access privilege program set up under Amendment 14 to the 
Pacific Coast Groundfish Fishery Management Plan (PCGFMP); which was approved by the Pacific 
Fishery Management Council (Council) in 2000 and was implemented by NMFS in 2001 (66 FR 41152; 
August 2, 2001).  Participants hold limited entry permits with a pot gear and/or longline gear endorsement 
and a sablefish endorsement.  

Under Amendment 14, as set out in § 660.231, the permit holder of a sablefish-endorsed permit receives a 
tier limit, which is an annual share of the sablefish catch allocation to this sector. NMFS sets three 
different tier limits (1, 2, and 3) through the biennial harvest specifications and management measures 
(for the 2020 limits, see 83 FR 63970, December 12, 2018); and up to three permits may be stacked at one 
time on a vessel participating in the fishery.  Stacked tier limits are combined to provide a cumulative 
catch limit for that vessel.  After vessels have caught their full tier limits, they are allowed to move into 
other fisheries for sablefish or other species, such as the limited entry daily trip limit (DTL) fishery or the 
open access (OA) fishery.  



 
 

The sablefish primary fishery season has historically been open from April 1 through October 31 of each 
year since 2002, though individual permit holders may only fish up to their tier limits so may be required 
to cease fishing prior to October 31. These season dates were put into regulation during the development 
and implementation of the fishery under Amendment 14.  Prior to that, the sablefish fishery had operated 
as a ‘derby’ style fishery, with a season length lasting a few weeks to a few days. Under Amendment 14, 
the fishery began operating under a seven month season. The seven month season structure, as opposed to 
a year-long season, was intended to allow for timely catch accounting so that the sector allocation was not 
exceeded. (Agenda Item D.2.a, Supplemental Revised GMT Report 4, September 2020).   

Vessels in the sablefish primary fishery north of Point Chehalis, Washington are also allowed to retain 
incidentally caught Pacific halibut up to a specific limit specified at § 660.231(b)(3)(iv). Pacific halibut 
are encountered regularly in the normal operation of the sablefish primary fishery due to the co-
occurrence of halibut and sablefish in the same environments, and the design and function of fixed gear. 
This retention is allowed until the sablefish primary season ends and it contributes additional economic 
value to this sector. Additionally, many vessels in the primary sablefish fishery also participate in 
sablefish and Pacific halibut fisheries in Alaska.  

3. Proposed Changes 
At its September 2020 meeting, after evaluating the information provided to it, including 2020 catch-to-
date data and 2020 operational conditions that have led to low attainment, the Pacific Fishery 
Management Council recommended the National Marine Fisheries Service (NMFS) initiate an emergency 
action to extend the Sablefish Primary Fishery season from October 31, 2020, to December 31, 2020 to 
allow participants more time to harvest their full tier limits. As part of the emergency action, the Council 
also recommended an extension of the incidental halibut retention allowance north of Point Chehalis, 
Washington, until noon local time on November 15, 2020, with an incidental landing limit of 250 lbs. 
dressed weight halibut per 1,000 lbs. dressed weight sablefish landed and up to two halibut in excess of 
the limit.  Under the Northern Pacific Halibut Act of 1982, and International Pacific Halibut Commission 
(IPHC) authority, the retention allowance ensures additional economic benefits and reduces regulatory 
discards of commercially valuable incidental halibut. 

4. Consideration of New Circumstances and Information 

This section presents circumstances and information that are new or that have been updated since the 
analysis conducted in the 2015-16 EIS and tiered 2019-20 EA. To determine whether the 2015-16 EIS 
and 2019-20 EA needs supplementation, we must determine whether there are substantial changes in the 
proposed action that are relevant to environmental concerns. The proposed action would provide an 
extension of the sablefish primary tier sablefish fishery season from October 31, 2020 through December 
31, 2020.  The action would not change 2020 sablefish harvest specifications, including annual catch 
levels (ACLs) or allocations, spatial footprint, or gear used in this fishery.  Furthermore, the spatial 
footprint and gear used during this extension is allowed in other sablefish fixed gear sectors, including the 
DTL, OA and Fixed Gear IFQ sablefish fisheries during this time of year.  Thus, the analysis here focuses 
on whether the changes to the timing of the primary sablefish sector would have a detectable level of 
difference in impacts compared to those conditions analyzed in the 2015-16 EIS and tiered 2019-20 EA.   

https://www.pcouncil.org/documents/2020/09/agenda-item-d-2-a-supplemental-revised-gmt-report-4.pdf/


 
 

Socio-Economic Environment   
Landings and Attainment  
Between 2011 and 2019, the primary fishery has taken an average 64.4 percent of their landed catch share 
through September 13th; yet through September 13, 2020, the fishery is estimated at only 32.9 percent 
attainment (Table 2 of Agenda Item D.7.a, Supplemental GMT Report 1, September 2020).  Assuming a 
constant rate of catch were to occur for the remaining six weeks of the regular season (September 14-
October 31), the GMT estimated that approximately 858 mt (corresponding to ~46 percent attainment of 
the landed catch share) could be left in the water resulting in approximately $2.9 million in lost ex-vessel 
revenue (based on the September 2020 average price per metric ton of $3,329).  However, further analysis 
shows that compared to last year, vessels harvested 13 mt less in the first half of September in 2020 (1st- 
15th; 90.6 mt in 2019 vs. 77.6 mt in 2020).  The fishery also typically has taken more in the following 
weeks (September 16-October 31).  For example, in 2019, 156 mt was taken in the latter half of 
September (September 16-30), 230 mt in the first half of October (October 1-15), and 125 mt in the latter 
part of October (October 16-31).  Using the ratio of the first half of September 2020 catch compared to 
2019 catch (77.6/90.6= 0.857) applied to 2019 subsequent weeks catch, landings could approach 
approximately 1,008 mt- a projected attainment of 64 percent.  At the average price per mt from 
September 2020, this would result in ~$2 million loss in ex-vessel revenue from an unharvested ~600 mt. 
While it is difficult to determine how many vessels would participate after October 31 or if trends will 
improve during the regular season, if the season were extended through December 31, it is likely that the 
fishery could take up to an estimated 92.2 percent of their primary sablefish allocation (based on the 3 
year recent average; Table 2 of GMT report 1).     

Under the Council’s recommendation, vessels fishing in the primary sablefish fishery north of Pt. 
Chehalis, Washington would be able to continue to land incidental Pacific halibut until noon on 
November 15th at a limit of 250 lbs of halibut per 1,000 lbs of sablefish landed and up to two halibut in 
excess of that limit. This incidental retention limit is an increase from the current (as of September 28, 
2020) rate of 200 lbs of halibut per 1,000 pounds of sablefish landed and was also recommended by the 
Council under Agenda Item D.5 at the September 2020 Council meeting (Inseason) for the remainder of 
the regular season (through October 31).  As described in the GMT report, assuming an October 1 
implementation date, the percent attainment under the higher ratio is 99 percent compared to 92.5 percent 
under the current ratio through October 31.  However, the model is likely overestimating projected 
attainment through October 31 given current trends and expected participation in the fishery in October 
(see Agenda Item D.5.a, Supplemental GMT Report 1, September 2020).   

As of September 29, 2020, the primary fishery has taken 37,097 lbs. net weight (nt. wt.) of Pacific 
halibut. Under the proposed landing ratio of 250 lbs of halibut per 1,000 lbs of sablefish plus two halibut, 
the fishery is projected to take 69,315 lbs nt. wt. of the 70,000 lb allocation (Table 7 of the GMT Report; 
assuming October 1 implementation).  While it is unknown how much or how many vessels could take 
advantage of the inseason adjustment of the ratio prior to October 31, this increase in the ratio and 
extension of the retention through November 15th could result in an additional ex-vessel revenue for the 
primary vessels.  Based on the 2020 landings of incidental halibut to date, the average price per net 
weight pound of Pacific halibut is $3.01 (double the price per pound of sablefish north in 2020; Table 4 of 
Agenda Item D.7.a, Supplemental GMT Report 1, September 2020). 

Number of vessels affected & projected to participate in extension  
Participation in the primary tier sablefish fishery in 2020 is tracking significantly behind the prior three 
years (Table 1, below).  Table 1 is updated from Agenda Item D.7.a, Supplemental GMT Report 1, 
September 2020.  As shown, the total vessels with tier permits differs from the actual vessels that 

https://www.pcouncil.org/documents/2020/09/d-7-a-supplemental-gmt-report-1.pdf/
https://www.pcouncil.org/documents/2020/09/d-5-a-supplemental-gmt-report-1.pdf/
https://www.pcouncil.org/documents/2020/09/d-7-a-supplemental-gmt-report-1.pdf/
https://www.pcouncil.org/documents/2020/09/d-7-a-supplemental-gmt-report-1.pdf/


 
 

participated in a given year (~11 each year) as there are vessels with registered sablefish permits with no 
recent landings against the permit.  The percent attainment distribution to date in 2020 is almost reverse 
of recent years, with about twice the vessels at zero landings to date and half at full attainment.  Further, 
2020 has seen 16 fewer vessels participate through September 14th compared to the prior three year’s 
average of 69 vessels. 

 

Table 1.  (Updated).  Number of vessels achieving given percent attainment of tiers through September 14 
from 2017 to 2020.  Years with less than three vessels in an attainment bin were grouped to protect 
confidential data. 

Percent Attainment 
through September 14 

Number of Vessels 

2017 2018 2019 2020 

99-100 44 35 30 18 

90-98 8 8 6 
4 

80-89 
6 

8 0 

70-79 3 4 
4 

60-69 0 
5 

5 

50-59 4 3 3 

<50 12 10 18 24 

Zero Landings (Of 
Possible Vessels) 24 24 26 39 

Total Vessels 
Participating through 

9/14 
74 69 66 53 

Zero Landings (of 
Active Vessels) 11 14 17 n/a 

Total Vessels 
Participated in Year 85 83 83 53 

Total Vessels With 
Tier Permits 98 93 92 92 

 

In order to determine who may benefit from the season extension, this analysis focuses on those 24 
vessels with less than 50 percent attainment of their tiers and the 39 vessels without any associated 
landings through September 14, 2020 as they were considered by the GMT to be the population of those 
most likely to benefit from the season extension.  Table 2 provides a comparison of the percent 
attainments of these 63 vessels through September 14th between 2019 and 2020.  For example, there are 



 
 

eight vessels who had attained over 90 percent of their tiers in 2019 who have landed nothing against their 
tiers yet in 2020.   

Of the 24 vessels with less than 50 percent attainment of their tiers through September 14th, 16 were 
active through the same date in 2019 (Table 2). Of the remaining eight, five participated after September 
14, 2019 and the remaining three had no recent history of having tier permits registered to their vessel 
(2016-2019).  Of the 39 vessels with zero associated landings, 18 had landings history through September 
14th in 2019.  Eleven vessels without landings to date in 2020 fished after September 14th in 2019 (and 
would be expected to continue that trend).  Finally, there are ten vessels that had zero landings in the 
primary tier sablefish fishery in 2019 and would likely not participate in 2020 either. 

 

Table 2. Number of primary tier vessels by the percent attainment of their tiers through September 14, 
2019 (columns) compared to September 14, 2020 (rows). 

   

Attainment of Tiers through September 14, 2019 

  0 <50% 60-69 70-79 80-89 90+ 

Attainment 
of Tiers 
through 
September 
14, 2020 

0 21 a/ 10 0 0 8 

<50% 8 b/ 6 3 3 0 4 

a/ Includes 11 vessels with history after 9/14/2019 and 10 vessels with no history in 2019. 
b/ Includes five vessels with history after 9/14/2019 and 3 vessels that were not registered to tier permits 
in 2019. 
 

Based on these patterns, there could be between 12 and 28 vessels likely to benefit from the extension of 
the tier season through December 31, 2020.  At the low end, there are 12 vessels who are tracking 
significantly behind their fishing activity last year, with four having less than 50 percent to date 
(compared to over 90 percent in 2019) and eight vessels having zero catch to date (and had taken over 90 
percent in 2019 through the same time).  Additional vessels could include those tracking slightly behind 
2019, such as the six vessels with less than 50 percent in 2020 that had between 60-80 percent last year 
and the ten vessels who have had no landings history in 2020 but had taken some of their tiers (up to 60 
percent) last year.  Some of this could be attributed to poor market conditions in 2020 compared to 2019 
(see Table 4 in Agenda Item D.7.a, Supplemental GMT Report 1, September 2020).); however, given the 
crossover in the Alaska fisheries and public comment at the September Council meeting, it is likely that 
the majority of these vessels are tracking low due to delays in Alaska and therefore may not be able to 
catch the entirety of their tiers in the remaining regular season.  Note that some of these vessels could 
have more than 100,000 lbs available to harvest by the end of the season (Table 3 of Agenda Item D.7.a, 
Supplemental GMT Report 1, September 2020).). 

https://www.pcouncil.org/documents/2020/09/d-7-a-supplemental-gmt-report-1.pdf/
https://www.pcouncil.org/documents/2020/09/d-7-a-supplemental-gmt-report-1.pdf/
https://www.pcouncil.org/documents/2020/09/d-7-a-supplemental-gmt-report-1.pdf/


 
 

Under regular season conditions, primary sablefish vessels may cross participate in other fisheries in 
November and December, including in the DTL fisheries, shorebased individual fishing quota (IFQ) 
fishery, or state Dungeness crab fisheries.  Of the 88 vessels on average that fish in the primary tier 
sablefish fishery, an average of 54 vessels (or 61 percent) have at least one landing in the DTL sector 
throughout the fishing year.  Thirty four tier vessels on average (2011-2019) have at least one DTL 
landing in period 6 (November-December; excluding 2015- where the DTL fishery was closed due to 
projected exceedance of the allocations. See 80 FR 61318, October 13, 2015).  This means that 
approximately 39 percent of all primary vessels participate in the DTL fishery after the primary season 
has concluded.  However, these vessels receive only 16.5 percent of their ex-vessel revenue on average 
from the DTL sector compared to 36 percent from the primary fishery. The majority of these vessel’s 
revenue on average (45.7%) comes from other non-groundfish fisheries (such as crab; discussed below).   

Of the 50 vessels with less than 50 percent (or zero) attainment through September 14, 2020 with history 
in 2019 described above, 25 fished only during the primary season and 25 fished both DTL and Primary, 
with 17 of those 25 fishing DTL in period 6 in 2019.  Therefore, while there may be some redistributed 
effort in period 6 if vessels are unable to take their tiers before October 31 and the extension moves 
forward, the maximum number of new vessels participating in the period would be approximately 33 (25 
primary only plus the eight who historically didn’t fish DTL in P6).  However, there is likely to be fewer 
than that based on who would need the additional time (based on past performance) and other constraints, 
such as market prices, weather, and preparing for other fisheries such as crab.  

Evidence and public testimony indicated that the DTL fishery, even with the increased trip limits 
recommended by the Council in September 2020, would not offer sufficient opportunity to tier vessels to 
compensate for lost opportunity without a season extension (Agenda Item D.7.a., Supplemental GMT 
Report 1, September 2020).  One example of potential economic consequences are for those tier vessels 
that lease permits.  Sixty sablefish endorsed tier permits were leased by 42 vessels in 2019.  Given that 
permits can range from $165,000 for a Tier 3 permit to $375,000 for a Tier 2 permit1, the lower amount 
of total sablefish permitted under the DTL limits may not cover leasing costs leading to borrowers 
defaulting on loans thereby decreasing future financing opportunities (Agenda Item D.7.a, Supplemental 
GMT Report 1).  

There were eight primary vessels that participated in the IFQ fishery in the last five years in November-
December.  Of those eight, fewer than three are not assigned to a sablefish endorsed Limited Entry Permit 
(LEP) as of September 14, 2020 and three have taken none of their tier quota to date.  It is uncertain 
whether these vessels will choose to fish their tiers and/or their IFQ quota in 2020 if the season were 
extended.  As noted in Supplemental GMT Report 1, participation in the IFQ fishery results in about ten 
percent of revenue going towards fees; however, the IFQ fishery offers potentially more opportunity in 
total available catch. 

An average of 32 vessels participated in both the Dungeness crab and primary fishery in the last three 
crab seasons (2017/2018-2019/2020).  Given that it takes time for vessels to prepare their boats for the 
Dungeness crab season, and that primary vessels who participated in the both fisheries from 2017-2019 
received an average of 61.4 percent of their revenue from Dungeness crab fishery compared to 31.4 
percent from all groundfish, some vessels may continue to prioritize the crab fishery as opposed to fishing 
in November-December in the tier fishery regardless of the season extension.  However, the extension 
may also present an opportunity to lease unused tier permits to vessels not participating in other fisheries 

                                                            
1 No Tier 1 permits were listed on Dock Street Brokers as of the writing of the GMT Report 

https://www.govinfo.gov/content/pkg/FR-2015-10-13/pdf/2015-25986.pdf
https://www.pcouncil.org/documents/2020/09/d-7-a-supplemental-gmt-report-1.pdf/
https://www.pcouncil.org/documents/2020/09/d-7-a-supplemental-gmt-report-1.pdf/
https://www.pcouncil.org/documents/2020/09/d-7-a-supplemental-gmt-report-1.pdf/
https://www.pcouncil.org/documents/2020/09/d-7-a-supplemental-gmt-report-1.pdf/


 
 

in order to recoup some of the losses for vessels unable to harvest their full tiers in the regular season (or 
soon after).    

Community Impacts  
Table 5 of Agenda Item D.7.a., Supplemental GMT Report 1, September 2020 provides an overview of 
the port group level impacts of the primary fishery (all species) on average from 2015-2019 in 
comparison to 2020 to date.  As noted in the report, the total presented in the report were the “sum of the 
local community impacts and do not reflect the impact of one community on another or on the larger state 
and regional economies”.  Table 3 below is Table 5 from the GMT report reproduced here with the 
“Total” line relabeled as “Total (Local Level)”.  Additional impacts at the state and regional level were 
obtained after the September Council meeting and included in the lower two lines of Table 3.  The 
differences between the three estimates are due to greater economic linkages and reduced proportions of 
imported inputs, and hence larger economic multiplier effects, as the size of the economic region 
increases.  

Given the projected attainment of 46-64 percent of the primary tier landing share under the regular season 
structure resulting in ex-vessel revenue losses of over ~$2 million, there would corresponding impact to 
the income impacts and jobs across coastal communities. Each of the three states is likely to be affected to 
some degree, as the vessels and permits likely to be impacted are spread across the three states (Agenda 
Item D.7.a., Supplemental GMT Report 1, September 2020). 

  

https://www.pcouncil.org/documents/2020/09/d-7-a-supplemental-gmt-report-1.pdf/
https://www.pcouncil.org/documents/2020/09/d-7-a-supplemental-gmt-report-1.pdf/
https://www.pcouncil.org/documents/2020/09/d-7-a-supplemental-gmt-report-1.pdf/


 
 

Table 3. 2015-2019 average revenue (2019$), associated income impacts (2019$) and number of jobs 
associated with the primary sablefish fishery, stratified by IOPAC port group. 

 

Port Group 

 

2020 Revenue to Date 

Average 2015-2019 

Revenue (2019$) Income Impacts 
(2019$) Jobs 

Puget Sound $512,301 $2,003,598 $3,765,183 43 

Washington Coast Conf. $1,449,940 $2,090,660 39 

Astoria- Tillamook $38,370 $616,801 $1,113,586  14 

Newport $800,552 $2,417,512 $3,359,362 48 

Coos Bay- 
Brookings $274,461 $1,504,786 $2,167,490 37 

Crescent City- 
Eureka $285,137 $436,394 $488,217 10 

Fort Bragg $185,670 $559,499 $697,256 26 

San Francisco (incl. 
Bodega Bay) Conf. $407,163 $659,775 13 

Monterey $181,198 $177,131 $184,697 3 

Total (Local Level) 

$2,551,090 $9,572,823 

$14.5 million 233 

Total (State Level) $17.6 million 255 

Total (Coast-wide) $20.6 million 308 

 

Protected Species  
One of the primary areas for evaluation for this action is the potential interaction with protected resources 
in times not currently fished by the primary sablefish fishery.  Given that protected species interactions 
are different between hook and line gear and pot gear, this section provides an overview of the volume of 
landings and effort by gear type and a discussion of the potential locations of where effort might occur 
from November through December under the emergency rule. 

As shown in Supplemental GMT Report 1, the majority of primary sablefish landings (~75 percent) are 
taken with hook and line gear.  Vessel counts exhibit a similar trend as shown in Table 4 below.  Table 4 
shows the number of vessels by type of gear used in the primary tier fishery, with vessels in the “Both” 
category used both hook and line and pot gear to harvest sablefish north in the same year.  Of all the 
active vessels in these years, an average of 83 percent use hook and line gear (either solely or in addition 
to pot gear).  That corresponds to 17 percent or 15 vessels that used pot gear (either solely or in addition 
to hook and line gears), which represents a relatively small proportion of the fleet. Of the 50 boats with 

https://www.pcouncil.org/documents/2020/09/d-7-a-supplemental-gmt-report-1.pdf/


 
 

catch history (noting the 13 above without history) with less than fifty percent attainment (including zero 
catch towards their tiers in 2020), an average of 12 vessels have used pot gear in the last three years 
(2017-2019).    

 

Table 4. Number of tier vessels with primary sablefish landings by gear type 

Year Both HKL Only Pot Only 

2011 3 82 13 

2012 5 81 9 

2013 5 75 9 

2014 3 69 12 

2015 3 72 11 

2016 4 71 10 

2017 4 70 11 

2018 4 67 12 

2019 9 65 9 

 

As noted above, vessels in the primary sablefish fishery also participate in other fixed gear sablefish 
fisheries throughout the year.  Figure 1 below shows the number of West Coast Groundfish Observer 
Program (WCGOP) observed hauls by sector where sablefish north of 36 N lat. was present from 2002-
2019 (2011-2019 for IFQ FG).  Blocks are 0.5x0.5 degrees and those with fewer than three vessels 
present were removed for confidentiality.  The majority of the observed hauls in the primary fishery tend 
to occur north off the coast of Washington (shown in the lighter blue).  There are very few DTL 
observations due to the low observer coverage (five percent of sablefish landings observed on average 
from 2015-2019, six percent on average from 2002-2019).  Further, the WCGOP does not observe DTL 
pot vessels (less than seven percent of DTL landings are pot gear).  Based on fish ticket catch areas, an 
average of 73.2 percent of primary sablefish landings occurred north of 42 N. lat. compared to the DTL 
sector, which shows the opposite patterns of 73.4 percent of catch occurring to the south of 42 N. lat 
(down to 36 N. lat.) from 2017-2019.   

Additionally, while IFQ FG vessels operate differently than tier vessels (in that discards are fully 
accounted for and all vessels are required to have 100 percent monitoring), higher effort tends to occur off 
of Washington, similar to the primary fishery.  As described in the 2019 SamTAAC report, fixed gear 
landings in the IFQ sablefish fishery also tend to be greater in the fall and winter months.  Therefore, 
effort in the areas likely to be fished by the primary fishery in period 6 is already occurring via the IFQ 
fixed gear sector. 

https://www.pcouncil.org/documents/2019/10/samtaac-agenda-item-e-2-attachment-1-analysis-of-sablefish-management-and-trawl-allocation-attainment-issues.pdf/


 
 

Overall, this suggests that if the season were extended, it's likely that the majority of the effort would 
occur via hook and line gear and that the effort would occur more off of Oregon and Washington 
compared to California. This is also supported by the data that show the 64 vessels that have taken less 
than 50 percent of their tiers through September 14, 2020 are evenly spread across the three West Coast 
states, thereby approximately 2/3rds of potential tier vessels who could participate after October 31, 2020 
are from north of the California-Oregon border.   

 

 

Figure 1.  Hauls by Sector with sablefish north caught, 2002-2019. 0.5x0.5 degree blocks.  Blocks with 
less than 3 vessels removed. Source: WCGOP  

 
Humpback Whales 
In 2012, NMFS prepared a biological opinion on the Continuing Operation of the Pacific Coast 
Groundfish Fishery that addressed a number of non-salmonid species listed under the Endangered Species 
Act (ESA) including humpback whales.  NMFS reinitiated ESA consultation for humpback whales under 
the 2012 Biological Opinion (BiOp) (NMFS, 2012), after two criteria for reinitiation were met: (1) a 
change in the species listing, and (2) an exceedance of the incidental take amount.  It is anticipated that 
the BiOp will be completed in the fall of 2020.    

Our general understanding of humpback whale migrations and behavior suggests that the presence of 
humpback whales along the West Coast is likely to be higher during the late spring through the fall as 
indicated by numerous surveys, sightings, models, and tracking efforts.  This reflects a general migration 
pattern of heading south to breeding areas by December each year, and subsequently starting to return to 
feeding areas by April (Saez et al. 2020).  Whale density is highest along the West Coast while on the 
feeding grounds. 



 
 

A recent study by Feist et al. (accepted for publication) examined the spatial overlap between predicted 
humpback whale density throughout the U.S. West Coast Exclusive Economic Zone (EEZ) and fishing 
activity of four major pot- and trap- fisheries, including the sablefish pot fishery.  The high humpback 
whale density areas predicted in this study correspond to known, persistent feeding areas or Biologically 
Important Areas (BIAs) identified by Calambokidis et al. (2015), which include five in California, one in 
Oregon, and one in Washington.  In the period examined by Feist et al. (accepted for publication), most of 
the overlap with the sablefish pot fishery and high whale density foraging areas occurred off California.  
The sablefish pot fishery had no overlap and minimal overlap with areas of high whale density off Oregon 
and Washington, respectively (Feist et al., accepted for publication).  

There have been two documented takes of a humpback whale in the Pacific Coast groundfish fisheries—
one in the limited entry sablefish pot fishery sector in 2014 and one in the OA Fixed Gear pot fishery 
sector in 2016.  Although there have been no other observed takes in Pacific coast groundfish fisheries 
since data collection began in 2002, pot and trap fisheries generally represent the majority of documented 
fishery interactions with humpbacks along the U.S. West Coast.  

While there is a seasonality of humpback whale presence off the U.S. West Coast, it is possible that 
humpback whales could be present at any time of the year.  Recent studies have detected changes in the 
abundance, quality, and distribution of humpback whale prey species in association with climate shifts, 
particularly with ocean warming (Hanson et al., 2019, King et al., 2011).  In a more recent study, Santora 
et al. (2020) examined the link between the observed habitat compression of coastal upwelling, changes 
in availability of forage species (krill and anchovy) and shoreward distribution shift of foraging whales 
observed during the 2014-2016 marine heat wave in the northeast Pacific Ocean.  The synthesis of the 
indicators developed in the study were used to develop and inform California’s Risk Assessment and 
Mitigation Program, which assesses current circumstances where entanglement risk of whales may be 
elevated (Santora, 2020).  

We consulted Drs. Karin Forney and Jarraod Santora (NOAA, SWFSC, September 25, 2020) to examine 
current ocean and ecosystem conditions, and identify whether conditions may indicate a disruption in 
humpback whale migration and distribution this year.  Dr. Santora reported based on reports of the 
continued high abundance of anchovy, humpback whale migration timing in the late fall should be on 
schedule because the whales will be able to meet their energy requirements with a plentiful food supply.  
At a minimum, there should be fewer and less persistent high density whale aggregations into early-
winter off the West Coast. While sub-adult animals may be present later to feed on anchovy, based on 
available data from whale watching and aerial surveys, they typically concentrate closer to the coast in the 
fall, especially in strong anchovy years (e.g. 2004-07; and 2016-2019).  The best estimate is that even if 
humpback whales are present later into the fall this year, they should be concentrating on anchovy in 
coastal/shelf waters and not offshore along the outer slope.  Furthermore, given that sablefish pot gear is 
typically deployed in deeper outer slope habitat and in relatively low density (compared to Dungeness 
crab fishery), these researchers do not expect to see an increased risk due to the extension of the primary 
tier sablefish season because whales will likely be targeting the anchovy schools closer to the coast and 
should largely be gone by mid-November from coastal waters.  

While incidental take of humpback whales during the extension is a possibility, the past performance of 
the fishery suggests that the likelihood of take will remain very low. We expect that the fishery will 
operate in the extended season as it does in the regular season as no new gear or fishing practices that 
would negatively impact whales are expected, overall effort is unchanged from the 19-20 EA because 
neither the tier allocation nor the ACL is changing, and at least a portion of the effort shifted later in the 



 
 

year under an extended season would have otherwise occurred during the same time period but in 
different sectors (DTL and IFQ).  

Given that humpback whales are generally moving out of the west coast area between November  and 
December period, there has been less fishing effort this year during the higher risk time when whales are 
on west coast feeding grounds (April-November), and the anticipated number and distribution of 
participating vessels does not represent a substantial increase in the concentration of pot gear, particularly 
in areas where overwintering humpbacks may feed, we do not expect the risk to humpback whales during 
the emergency extension to be greater than conditions analyzed under the 15-16 EIS and 2019-20 EA.    

Seabirds 
Observed interactions with longline vessels in winter months with seabirds are lower than average; 
however, this could be due to decreased abundance or the low observer coverage and effort in the fishery.  
With the implementation of streamer line requirements year-round in 2020, and no changes to gear 
configurations or fishing methods expected as part of this action (Table 4), it is likely that encounter rates 
will remain similar to those noted in Agenda Item I.4.a, NMFS Report 6, June 2019, (Agenda Item D.7.a, 
Supplemental GMT Report 1, September 2020) and analyzed in the 15-16 EIS and 2019-20 EA. 

Salmon 
Under the 2017 Biological Opinion, the non-whiting sector (which includes the tier fishery) has a bycatch 
guideline of 5,500 Chinook salmon and 560 coho salmon.  Historically, the fixed gear fishery (including 
the tier, DTL, and IFQ gear switching sectors) have had low Chinook bycatch.  Based on Richerson, et al, 
2019, the limited entry sablefish fishery has taken 10 coho in total from 2003-2018 and four unspecified 
salmon.  As of September 28, 2020, the non-whiting sector is estimated to have taken only 14 percent of 
the Chinook salmon guideline, which includes an assumed take of 500 Chinook salmon for the 
commercial non-trawl and recreational groundfish fisheries outside the salmon season (Report IFQ21 
from PacFIN APEX). Given these trends, there is likely to be little to no impact beyond the scope of the 
19-20 EA to salmonid stocks by extending the tier season through the end of 2020. 

Other Groundfish and Non-Groundfish Species  
Yelloweye Rockfish  
Yelloweye rockfish, the only remaining rebuilding groundfish, is managed with an annual catch target 
(ACT) of 1.7 mt and a harvest guideline (HG) of 2.1 mt for the non-nearshore fishery (of which the tier 
fishery is a part of) in 2020.  Under the regular season structure, the fishery as a whole is expected to take 
0.8 mt.  While there is uncertainty around the potential additional bycatch that may occur with extending 
the season for the primary tier sablefish fishery, the GMT notes that it is unlikely that the non-near shore 
fishery would double the projected attainment in the remaining two months (Agenda Item D.7.a, 
Supplemental GMT Report 1, September 2020). Therefore, we expect there to be little to no impact 
beyond the scope of the 19-20 EA to yelloweye rockfish by extending the tier season through the end of 
2020. 

Other Groundfish/Non groundfish  
Primary tier sablefish vessels are able to fish for and retain other groundfish species under the limited 
cumulative landing limits specified in Table 2 of 50 CFR 660.232 and analyzed in the 2019-20 EA.  
While there may be additional catch or bycatch of both groundfish and non-groundfish by extending the 
season through December 31, it is highly unlikely that it would result in any risk to the non-trawl 
allocations or ACLs for those species caught in the tier fishery (Agenda Item D.7a., Supplemental GMT 

https://www.pcouncil.org/documents/2019/06/agenda-item-i-4-a-nmfs-report-6-observed-and-estimated-bycatch-of-short-tailed-albatross-in-u-s-west-coast-groundfish-fisheries-2016-2017-electronic-only.pdf/
https://www.pcouncil.org/documents/2020/09/d-7-a-supplemental-gmt-report-1.pdf/
https://www.pcouncil.org/documents/2020/09/d-7-a-supplemental-gmt-report-1.pdf/
https://reports.psmfc.org/pacfin/f?p=501:1000:0
https://reports.psmfc.org/pacfin/f?p=501:1000:0
https://www.pcouncil.org/documents/2020/09/d-7-a-supplemental-gmt-report-1.pdf/
https://www.pcouncil.org/documents/2020/09/d-7-a-supplemental-gmt-report-1.pdf/
https://www.pcouncil.org/documents/2020/09/d-7-a-supplemental-gmt-report-1.pdf/


 
 

Report 1, September 2020) and thus impacts are expected to be similar to those analyzed in the 2019-20 
EA. 

Pacific Halibut   
Based on projections (Table 7, Agenda Item D.7.a., Supplemental GMT Report 1, September 2020) and 
given that the fishery is tracked with electronic fish tickets, it is unlikely that the fishery will exceed the 
70,000 lb allocation with an additional 14.5 days added to the season or the increase in the incidental 
retention ratio as described above.  Further, as described in Agenda Item D.7.a.Supplemental GMT 
Report 1, there is minimal risk to exceeding the Washington allocation of Pacific halibut of which the 
70,000 lbs is taken from (given the recreational fisheries are tracking well below) or the Area 2A    
Fishery Constant Exploitation Yield (FCEY).  
 
Halibut retention would still be prohibited south of Pt. Chehalis from November 1-15.  After November 
15th, all halibut caught would need to be discarded, both north and south of Pt. Chehalis (down to 36° N. 
lat).  Halibut discard mortality rates vary by condition of those caught with hook and line gear (see Table 
7 of Agenda Item C.1.a, NWFSC Report 1, September 2020 ) and are set at 18 percent for all pot 
gear.  From 2011-2019, there has been no observed halibut bycatch with pot gear in the tier fishery and of 
those observed discards on hook and line vessels in the primary tier fishery, 88.1 percent north of Pt. 
Chehalis and 71.8 percent south of Pt. Chehalis were in injury status category of “minor”- which has an 
associated discard mortality rate of 0.04 (Table 62 of Agenda item C.1.a, NWFSC Report 2, September 
2020) 
 
As described in Agenda Item D.7.a., Supplemental GMT Report 1, September 2020, there are little 
seasonal differences in bycatch rates of Pacific halibut throughout the primary tier season, so while there 
is not specific historical information on the halibut bycatch rates in the tier fishery in November and 
December, this suggests that overall bycatch would likely be similar to past years as effort would not be 
higher in 2020 under the season extension, just spread out over two months longer.  Therefore, NMFS 
believes that bycatch and associated discard mortality of Pacific halibut would likely not be higher than 
that assumed by IPHC in setting their specifications for 2020. 
 

Observer Coverage  
As discussed in Agenda Item D.7.a, Supplemental GMT Report 1, there would be some increased 
uncertainty in the 2020 mortality estimates of discard species under the extension of the primary season 
through December 31, 2020 due to lower observer coverage rates.  However, the risk of exceeding catch 
limits for these species is extremely low given there will be some level of observer coverage in place for 
the primary tier vessels fishing during the emergency extension and there has been lower levels of fishing 
effort (and catch) of these species to date this year.  Additionally, other catch reporting mechanisms, such 
as electronic fish ticket system (ETix) will continue to be in place to provide near real-time accounting of 
sablefish catch during the extended period.  Overall, the effects of this season extension on catch 
accounting are expected to be within those disclosed in the 19-20 EA. 

5. Conclusion  

The proposed action would extend the primary tier sablefish fishery season, which shifts the timing of 
some of the expected 2020 fishing effort to November and December.  Without this action, the primary 
tier sablefish fishery would not attain their allocation and could incur upwards of approximately $2 
million loss in ex-vessel revenue, with even greater impacts to west coast communities.  The overall effort 
in the primary tier sablefish fishery will not exceed the effort analyzed in the 19-20 EA given that the 

https://www.pcouncil.org/documents/2020/09/d-7-a-supplemental-gmt-report-1.pdf/
https://www.pcouncil.org/documents/2020/09/d-7-a-supplemental-gmt-report-1.pdf/
https://www.pcouncil.org/documents/2020/08/agenda-item-c-1-a-nwfsc-report-1-pacific-halibut-bycatch-2002-2019.pdf/
https://www.pcouncil.org/documents/2020/08/c-1-a-nwfsc-report-2-pacific-halibut-mortality-estimates-workbook-electronic-only.xlsx
https://www.pcouncil.org/documents/2020/08/c-1-a-nwfsc-report-2-pacific-halibut-mortality-estimates-workbook-electronic-only.xlsx
https://www.pcouncil.org/documents/2020/09/d-7-a-supplemental-gmt-report-1.pdf/
https://www.pcouncil.org/documents/2020/09/d-7-a-supplemental-gmt-report-1.pdf/


 
 

overall catch of sablefish, incidental halibut, and other bycatch species (such as yelloweye rockfish) will 
remain below the 2020 harvest specifications and allocations.  Impacts to protected species, including 
humpback whales, seabirds and salmon, are projected to be within the conditions analyzed under the 
2019-20 EA.  Economic benefits are expected to remain below the estimates provided in the 2019-20 EA.  

While it is difficult to predict with certainty, based on analysis of historical patterns and current market 
conditions, we anticipate there could be between 12 and 28 vessels most likely to benefit from the 
extension of the tier season through December 31, 2020.  Not all of these vessels represent new effort in 
the November - December period however, since some of these vessels may cross-participate in other 
sablefish fisheries such as the DTL fishery or shorebased IFQ program during normal years.  For 
example, in previous years, approximately 39 percent of all primary tier sablefish vessels have 
participated in the DTL sablefish fishery after the primary tier season has concluded. Additionally, some 
vessels that could participate in the extended primary tier season, may choose to participate in a different 
fishery (DTL, IFQ FG, Dungeness crab) or alternatively stop fishing if opportunities were not profitable.  
As an example, vessels that cross participate in the Dungeness crab and primary tier sablefish fishery earn 
the majority of their ex-vessel revenue from crab and therefore may prioritize that opportunity over the 
primary tier season extension.  However, the extension may also present an opportunity for those vessels 
to lease unused tier permits to vessels not participating in other fisheries in order to recoup some of the 
losses for vessels unable to harvest their full tiers in the regular season (or soon after).    

It is also difficult to predict what the exact spatial distribution of fishing effort would be during the 
primary sablefish season extension. However, examining historical observer data, landings data, and 
given the composition of vessel ownership of those vessels most likely to benefit from a season extension, 
it is most likely that the majority of effort would occur off the coasts of Washington and Oregon.  The 
effort in this area would take place within the existing footprint of the IFQ fixed gear vessels targeting 
sablefish north of 36 N. lat. primarily, which tend to have higher landings in the fall and winter months in 
the same areas. 

In terms of potential interactions with ESA-listed species, impacts are projected to be within those 
disclosed under the 2019-20 EA.  There are limited to no interactions with salmonids in this fishery and 
given recent mitigation measures requirements for longline vessels (of which the majority of primary tier 
vessels are), there are likely no additional impacts to seabirds.  Finally, a relatively small proportion of the 
primary tier sablefish fleet uses pot gear.  Of the 50 boats with catch history (noting the 13 above without 
history) with less than fifty percent attainment (including zero catch towards their tiers in 2020), an 
average of 12 vessels have used pot gear in the last three years (2017-2019).  Given that humpback 
whales are generally moving out of the west coast area between November and December period, there 
has been less fishing effort this year during the higher risk time when whales are on feeding grounds 
(April-November) along west coast, and the anticipated number and distribution of participating vessels 
does not represent a substantial increase in the concentration of pot gear, particularly in areas where 
overwintering humpbacks may feed, we do not expect the risk to humpback whales during the emergency 
extension to be greater than conditions analyzed under the 15-16 EIS and 2019-20 EA.    

NMFS considered the proposed action and analyzed whether the resulting effects constitute a substantial 
change on protected resources and other groundfish and non-groundfish resources. In this case, NMFS 
finds no substantial change in effects related to the proposed action.  Therefore, NMFS has determined 
that there is no need to supplement the 2019-20 EA because: (1) the updates to the proposed action that 
are relevant to environmental considerations are not substantial; and (2) the new circumstances or 



 
 

information relevant to environmental concerns and bearing on the updated proposed action or its impacts 
are not significant under NEPA.  

6. List of Preparers 
Jessi Doerpinghaus, Pacific Fishery Management Council, Contractor  
Stacey Miller, NMFS West Coast Region, Natural Resource Management Specialist 
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