NOAA Fisheries, Alaska Native Tribes and Alaska Native Corporations

Tribal Consultation on the Preliminary Draft Environmental Impact Statement on
the Management of Chum Salmon Bycatch in the Bering Sea Pollock Fishery

Date / Time: Tuesday, January 21, 2025/ 2:30 pm - 4:30 pm

Virtual Meet Link:
meet.google.com/awy-putu-wta
Phone: (US)+1 219-706-2278
PIN: 233 618 871#

Consultation Summary

Welcome and Introductions

e Regional Tribal Coordinator Welcome and Logistics
o Meeting notes process and handling of confidential information
o Land Acknowledgement
e Regional Administrator Welcome and Opening Remarks
o Action clarification
m  The North Pacific Fishery Management Council (NPFMC) process is
whether to recommend agency release of the draft Preliminary DEIS for
public comment or reconsider changes needed before public comment
o Results of this consultation will be provided to the NPFMC
m A high-level summary will be provided in preparation for the February
NPFMC meeting
m Final consultation notes will not be available at the time of the February
NPFMC meeting
o A draft summary of the meeting will be shared with NOAA Fisheries

headquarters
m Participants will have the opportunity to review and comment on meeting
notes

m Please provide contact information in the chat for those who wish to
receive a copy of the summary for review

Topic for Discussion: Preliminary Draft Environmental Impact Statement (DEIS) on the
management of chum salmon bycatch in the Bering Sea pollock fishery

e No formal presentation planned for the NPFMC
NPFMC will determine if document is ready for public comment or identify the need for
refinement

Purpose of Tribal Consultation
e NPFMC will review a preliminary draft
o The consultation aims to gather Tribal input on desired outcomes for the Council


https://meet.google.com/awy-putu-wta

o This is an opportunity for direct Tribal engagement with and feedback to NOAA
Fisheries staff

Q & A Session

e Orutsararmiut Native Council: Communicated support for Alternative 3 with a suggestion
to reduce higher bycatch caps.
o Reliance on salmon for sustenance is key for the Tribe
o Tribe describes it as ‘bycatch waste’ and trawl fishermen are not being held
accountable for creating this waste
o Advocates for outside observers on ships in fishery Area M
o Supports cap on chum salmon bycatch in Bering Sea
o Looking forward to more discussions in Anchorage and hope to see you there

e Kawerak Inc. representing Native Village of Council: Explain how the Preliminary
Preferred Alternative (PPA) fits into the timeline of next steps at the NPFMC meeting.

e NOAA Fisheries: This is a NPFMC option and helps the public understand what the
council is doing. Public comments do not affect the timeline.

e NOAA Fisheries: NMFS can publish the DEIS without a preliminary preferred alternative
but the agency prefers to have one for the reason NOAA Fisheries stated previously.

e Kawerak Inc. representing Native Village of Council: Negative impacts go back decades
for the Tier 2 subsistence fisheries (i.e., waste of salmon, pollock fishery impacts to
species and their habitats, climate change).

o Need for a management system that takes into consideration climate change and
societal needs/aspects
Need for inclusion of Indigenous Knowledge
Abandoning the idea of bycatch is not appropriate - important alternatives have
followed that framework in the past
There are limitations of the retrospective analysis and caps are limiting
Need for full exploration of alternatives that fully integrate bycatch harm
m Alternatives 2, 3 and 4 need adjustments
m |PAs in Alternative 5 need continued research and genetics
m A focus on impacts to climate change and large-scale hatchery releases
is needed
m Full exploration of combining and improving existing alternatives
encouraged

e NOAA Fisheries: Thank you for your comments. Climate change and large-scale
hatchery releases are not a part of the alternatives in the DEIS and are currently not a
focus of the Council.

e Kawerak Inc. representing Native Village of Council:

o Management tools should be on the table but revisions shouldn't hold up the
process
A separate analysis is not needed but could be beneficial
Suggested coordination of conservation efforts between state and federal
agencies



e NOAA Fisheries:

o Council must pick from the Preliminary DEIS but can choose an alternative that is
not in the document currently
Combining alternatives has been done previously
Alternatives brought up have been considered for other fisheries plans but not
specifically for the Preliminary DEIS

o Better collaboration and genetics are being considered in other actions presented
to the council

e Kawerak Inc. representing Native Village of Council: Can the NPFMC combine
alternatives? For example: combine Alternative 5 with 2 (not exclusive)?

e NOAA Fisheries:

o Itis possible to combine different alternatives but it would require a separate
NEPA analysis and review
o Do not know what that would look like at this time but it is theoretically possible

e Kwethluk IRA Council: Concerns shared regarding one alternative that had the 550,000-
bycatch limit; encouraged other alternatives to be considered that did not include that
high of a numeric value for the chum bycatch limit.

e Ninilchik Traditional Council: Area M fisheries are a problem and have historically
contributed to salmon declines. Tribal subsistence fisheries for Chinook and chum
salmon are vital to native communities.

e NOAA Fisheries: Area M salmon fisheries are not included in the federal action because
that fishery is managed by the State of Alaska.

Ninilchik Traditional Council: Requested clarification on the fishery management zone.
NOAA Fisheries: The Preliminary DEIS geographic area resides in the Exclusive
Economic Zone (EEZ)."

Ninilchik Traditional Council: How would this action affect foreign fisheries?

NOAA Fisheries: The action going before the NPFMC only affects the U.S. Fisheries.
Ninilchik Traditional Council: It is important for Tribes to speak on behalf of the fish. They
have no voice. Tribes speak for fish returning from the ocean to clean natal streams for
spawning. The fish are not being listened to; give them the opportunity to speak their
mind and express what they need, good or bad.

e Alaska Native Chief (unidentified): How can you control the bycatch of Chinook and
chum salmon when you are not watching?

o Something needs to be done to increase communications among all entities

o Tribes are limited by the state of Alaska to catch salmon

o Salmon bycatch should be made available to Yukon and Kuskokwim River native
communities

e NOAA Fisheries:

o We are watching - Observers and Electronic Monitoring are required under the
observer program.

' For more information on the EEZ, please visit: https://oceanservice.noaa.gov/facts/eez.html.



https://oceanservice.noaa.gov/facts/eez.html

m Observers on the boats or at the processor keep track of salmon bycatch
and genetics?
m Salmon bycatch is collected and given to coastal communities through
the Prohibited Species Donation program?
Alaska Native Chief (unidentified): Not aware of the program.
Native Village of Quinhagak: Aware of NOAA'’s jurisdiction (EEZ) and is aware of the
conservation zone off Alaska, and that this area is off limits to trawlers. Expressed
concerns that the trawlers are fishing where they shouldn't be, close to shore.
e NOAA Fisheries: Could not find the location spoke of; please provide clarification of the
area.
Native Village of Quinhagak: Clarified the area and location.
NOAA Fisheries: Staff will follow up with the Native Village of Quinhagak about the exact
area and provide input.*
e Organized Village of Kake: Salmon migrate out to sea and remain for 4-5 years; it would
be wise to stay away from those areas given the science.
o No longer see chum salmon returning to streams and are worried about salmon
not returning to the Yukon-Kuskokwim
Tribes rely heavily on salmon
There are limits Tribes abide by and if they go over, they are heavily fined with
possible fishing license revocation
o Very concerned about the amount of bycatch waste and worried about the
corporate greed over other concerns such as one’s livelihood and environment
Bycatch is given away instead of being allowed to be caught in-river
It is affecting people’s livelihood who catch salmon, who grew up on land, and
waters; there are better alternatives
o Recommends a hard cap on chum salmon bycatch
e NOAA Fisheries: Do you have a recommendation for that hard cap?
e Organized Village of Kake: There has to be a realistic number that ensures the salmon
will return to natal streams.
o Scientists know the migration path and where they travel
o Leery of believing anything provided from an agency or organization
o Encouraged NOAA to take bycatch reduction into account along with ocean
acidification and climate change
o The size and abundance of salmon is no longer there
m Used to be 16-18 Ibs.; lucky if chum salmon is 12 pounds; same with
Chinook salmon

2 For more information on NOAA Fisheries North Pacific Observer Program, please visit:
https://www.fisheries.noaa.gov/alaskal/fisheries-observers/north-pacific-observer-program.

3 For more information on the Prohibited Species Donation Program, please visit:
https://www.fisheries.noaa.gov/feature-story/seafood-bycatch-donation-relieves-hunger-and-reduces-waste.

meeting.

4 NOAA Fisheries staff could not identify the exact location on the map in order to respond during the


https://www.fisheries.noaa.gov/feature-story/seafood-bycatch-donation-relieves-hunger-and-reduces-waste
https://www.fisheries.noaa.gov/alaska/fisheries-observers/north-pacific-observer-program

Orutsararmiut Native Council: Expressed appreciation for previous comments and
assured participants they were speaking the truth regarding issues on the Kuskokwim
and Yukon Rivers.
o Tribes are regulated in-river and can’t fish but keep hearing about large amounts
of bycatch permitted in the ocean
Feel ‘bycatch’ is an escape word so someone can fish while Tribes are regulated
The Tribe has not fished on the Yukon-Kuskokwim for years but ocean fisheries
continue
m  Now we are making laws for them to allow bycatch so they can keep
fishing despite low returns?
m This appears to be about big money
o This impacts the Tribes’ ability to fish for subsistence; there is no reason to have
subsistence meetings if fishing continues in the high seas and Bering Sea
o In the Alaska Interior, Tribes’ have to conserve salmon for their children’s
children
m Tribes work on improving salmon escapement
m Tribes are babysitting the tributaries where salmon lay their eggs and
watch them go out to the ocean where they are fished
m There will be no more fish left if trawlers continue to fish
m  Once Tribes are cut off, recommend the Bering Sea fishery should be cut
off for conservation
Nenana Native Association (in Chat): In 2023, 20,839 of the 111,698-chum caught in the
Bering Sea pollock trawl fishery came from the Eastern Gulf of Alaska/Pacific Northwest.
Kawerak Inc. representing Native Village of Council (in Chat): We can put this comment
in the chat since we’ve already had a chance to speak, in case we run up against a time
limit. We want to be sure that it's clear we feel the existing bycatch numbers under
consideration are too high, but if we are talking about what is on the table now, for
example in Alternative 2 and Alternative 5, which could be very effective if used in
combination, we want the lowest levels considered. The salmon crisis is socially and
environmentally severe, and the burden of this conservation needs to be shared - which
isn’t the case now - and that means low caps on this bycatch. And, we need the agency
to fulfill its trust responsibility to Tribes, a cornerstone of the United States, to make sure
that’s the case.
Kuskokwim River Inter-Tribal Fish Commission: Thinking of the initial questions and of
the upcoming meeting, KRITFC may have more specific recommendations closer to the
Council meeting date.
o On a high level, there is a need for a low cap on chum salmon
o KRITFC recognized NOAA Fisheries efforts and responsiveness last year during
consultations to lower bycatch
m If NOAA Fisheries continues to respond and maintain commitments, it will
be a good outcome
m  Observed two of the lowest levels of chum bycatch in the last two years;
there is a desire to confirm the data from NOAA Fisheries’ website
regarding Total Allowable Catch (TAC)



Unidentified Caller: Recommend getting away from State of Alaska size data that used
to be used for bigger Chinook salmon. Please go back to the 8.5” size range.
NOAA Fisheries: To confirm the previous data question, were you asking if the pollock
fishery has completed its TAC? If so, yes, our website is the most up to date for that
information.
Kuskokwim Inter-Tribal Fish Commission: Over the last couple of years, when more
pressure from Tribal leaders was given for a chum cap, industry responded by lowering
bycatch levels.
o Ifindustry is left without a cap, not sure the fisheries will be fully effective
m A combination of alternatives may be most effective (Chapter 5) and
should be a lower cap based on tribal concerns
m  Recommend the 100,000-bycatch level based on comments from Tribes
on the Kuskokwim River
m Flag: Alternative 3 chum bycatch in-river abundance
e In high abundance years, | think we shouldn’t consider lifting the
cap; that is why the EIS process is happening because the
industry did not have something to follow
m Evaluating chum salmon on Kuskokwim River (Alternative 3): Bethel test
fishery may not be operating anymore in this coming year and
adjustments may be needed
m  KRITFC included information on the Kuskokwim sonar project in
Alternative 3
m  KRITFC also submitted information on Environmental Justice (EJ); aware
of a NEPA EJ analysis that has been conducted
e From a Tribal perspective, impacts go further than marginalized
communities mentioned in the Preliminary DEIS
e KRITFC believes a co-stewardship agreement between NOAA
and Tribes would be the best EJ initiative
NOAA Fisheries: Regarding hindcasting, it is recognized as an imperfect way to conduct
the analyses but an option to look at the fisheries in partial years. Are you suggesting we
look at how that’s analyzed?
Kuskokwim Inter-Tribal Fish Commission: This is not an issue with the methodology but
rather taking into consideration what it’s telling you. If you look at the chum salmon
bycatch recorded in recent years, it exceeded a threshold but can’t account for how the
industry might do the same without a cap.
Yukon-Kuskokwim Health Consortium: What is the DEIS for chum salmon bycatch in
fisheries?
NOAA Fisheries: The NPFMC is exploring ways to minimize bycatch in pollock, with
emphasis on western Alaska. The agency is looking for feedback on how they should
best do this through a draft NEPA Environmental Impact Statement.
Yukon-Kuskokwim Health Consortium: Who is responsible for overseeing limits on the
shore up to 200 miles?
NOAA Fisheries: NOAA Fisheries manages the area and the NPFMC makes
recommendations on what should be implemented.



Commercial Tribal Fisher (Kuskokwim): Who stopped commercial fishing in the
Yukon/Kuskokwim? Whoever stopped them from fishing, can they stop the trawlers? |
believe it was the state of Alaska, correct?
NOAA Fisheries: Yes, the state of Alaska manages in-river fisheries. NOAA and NPFMC
manage the ocean fishery. The state works through the NPFMC to make
recommendations.
Commercial Tribal Fisher (Kuskokwim): It can be done. We do not fish in
Yukon/Kuskokwim.
NOAA Fisheries: The state cannot close a fishery in the EEZ by itself; they can work
through the NPFMC to do so.
Mother Kuskokwim Tribal Coalition (in Chat): Are recommendations from the council
going to reflect any change on the draft alternatives?
NOAA Fisheries: We will wait and see whether the NPFMC recommends the DEIS go
out for public comment in its current form or recommend edits before putting it out for
public comment.
Orutsararmiut Native Council Member/Mother Kuskokwim Tribal Coalition: Recommends
the Council hold off to provide room to take a deeper look at alternatives.
o Tribes are their best to understand the massive documents; some changes are
reflected but all the options are varying in many ways
o Since Tribes are viewed as international governments, restrictions on their rivers
should be examined
It's important for people to have the right to fish as part of their civil rights.
Regarding allowing bycatch in the ocean year after year, we need to see equality
between Tribes, subsistence fishers, and industry
o Subsistence practices are part of tribal religious freedoms within our
communities; it is a traditional value and collective practice
o Trawlers are fishing in the ocean and collecting fish that take many seasons to
come back; it's not just the B season, but also A season
Stronger language is needed in support of Tribes practicing their traditions
We have commerce but we still need subsistence.
Many Tribes in these areas don’t have grocery stores; this is our livelihood.
NOAA Fisheries: Thank you for your comments. Most of the focus for chum salmon
bycatch is on the B season; that’'s when the maijority of the bycatch occurs.
Orutsararmiut Native Council Member/Mother Kuskokwim Tribal Coalition:
Recommended an overall cap for A and B season.
Alakanuk Traditional Council: Identified confusion in the room.
o In-river we have two fisheries regulators: 1) ADF&G Subsistence Board and 2)
US Fish and Wildlife
o Inthe ocean, we have NOAA Fisheries and the North Pacific Fishery
Management Council
o We are dealing with two in-river fisheries and one ocean fishery
NOAA Fisheries: We are NOAA Fisheries or the National Marine Fisheries Service
(NMFS), and a sub-bureau of the larger NOAA federal agency. We focus on ocean
fisheries from 3-200 miles off shore.



Alakanuk Traditional Council: Expressed appreciation for the clarification.
Organized Village of Kake: Did | hear you say that NOAA takes direction from the
NPFMC?
NOAA Fisheries: Under the Magnuson-Stevens Fishery Conservation and Management
Act (MSA), the NPFMC makes recommendations for implementation by NOAA
Fisheries. The NPFMC recommends actions/measures and NOAA Fisheries’ makes
sure they meet MSA and applicable laws; if so, they are implemented.
Organized Village of Kake: Expressed concern: if nothing is done right away, we will lose
a lot of our salmon. How much more can those salmon take? It's a delicate situation. It's
going to affect all Interior Tribes up north. | feel for them. Equality isn’t there and we are
always the first ones impacted. The salmon returns for Yukon- Kuskokwim are
heartbreaking. You have no idea how important these salmon are to us.
Yukon-Kuskokwim Health Consortium: Are there limits on chum salmon bycatch?
NOAA Fisheries: Currently, there is no limit on chum salmon bycatch. This is what we
are attempting. There is a limit on Chinook salmon bycatch, which has been a driver of
the fishery.
Yukon-Kuskokwim Health Consortium: What about other types of salmon? Will a
bycatch limit be placed?
NOAA Fisheries: This action is limited currently to chum salmon only.
Yukon-Kuskokwim Health Consortium: When the NPFMC puts a limit, and when the
fishery reaches that limit, do they quit fishing?
NOAA Fisheries: Yes, the fleets are required to stop fishing. For example, when Chinook
salmon are in a low-abundance year, the bycatch cap is 45,000 fish. We maintain
incentives to keep bycatch well below the cap in pollock fisheries. All bycatch reporting
information is available on our Chinook Salmon Bycatch Management in Alaska
webpage.
NOAA Fisheries: All annual salmon bycatch has been accounted for since 1991. In
2024, the total number of Chinook salmon bycatch (8,046) was far below the average.
This is largely due to the good work of pollock fleets managing the fishery and
independent fishery observer’s accountability and verification.
Yukon-Kuskokwim Health Consortium: Our Tribe does not have online access and
requests the estimates for the last 3-5 years average chum salmon bycatch.
NOAA Fisheries: Chinook salmon bycatch data by year.

o 2019: 24,984

o 2020: 32,294
o 2021:13;794
o 2022: 6,337
o 2023: 11,855
o 2024: 8,046

Yukon-Kuskokwim Health Consortium: Believe Kuskokwim and Yukon River systems do
not have any chum salmon to harvest now due to ocean bycatch.

Kuskokwim Inter-Tribal Fish Commission (in Chat):

Chinook bycatch levels can be found here:
https://www.fisheries.noaa.gov/sites/default/files/akro/Chinook salmon_mortality2025.ht



https://www.fisheries.noaa.gov/alaska/bycatch/chinook-salmon-bycatch-management-alaska
https://www.fisheries.noaa.gov/alaska/bycatch/chinook-salmon-bycatch-management-alaska
https://www.fisheries.noaa.gov/sites/default/files/akro/chinook_salmon_mortality2025.html
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Chum bycatch can be found here:
https://www.fisheries.noaa.gov/sites/default/files/akro/chum salmon_mortality2025.html
More info on how Chinook caps were developed can be found here:
https://www.npfmc.org/fisheries-issues/bycatch/salmon-bycatch/
NOAA Federal (in Chat): For follow-up questions about the chum salmon bycatch action,
please feel free to reach out to me (doug.shaftel@noaa.gov) or Doug Duncan
(doug.duncan@noaa.gov).
Mother Kuskokwim Tribal Coalition (in Chat): Are there considerations for potential
changing migration pathways with shifting climate patterns and activity in the Pacific
tectonic zone?
Calista Corporation (in Chat): | would like a copy of the consultation notes to review
(rose.bennett@calistacorp.com).
Native People’s Action (in Chat): Thank you all!
Commercial Tribal Fisher (Kuskokwim): Why can’t the NPFMC focus on bycatch trawlers
to benefit the Yukon/Kuskokwim? Tribes should not be limited in subsistence gathering.
Fish is our main diet and trawlers have no limit.
NOAA Fisheries: This is what the DEIS analysis is about, to look at trawlers and impacts
on chum salmon populations.
Nenana Native Association: At this time, we would like to see some type of migration
corridor best served by Alternative 5.
o Currently, the Chinook salmon cap is not working and should be re-examined
o It's hard for people to engage in this process: the EIS process is time consuming,
with complex documents, and Tribes are not familiar with the language; this must
be considered
o Salmon declines have been going on for decades; there is no way the DEIS can
do justice to the cumulative effects of lost commercial fishing on the Yukon River
because it doesn't go back far enough
o The DEIS focuses on economic impact vs the impacts to the food web; this
minimizes the negative impacts Tribes are experiencing with subsistence salmon
declines.
o Regarding Tribal consultation: reduce the many acronyms; have more
consultations - one session isn’t enough
o This is a humanitarian crisis and the in-river people are bearing the weight. How
are we supposed to eat?
NOAA Fisheries: Thank you for your comments and concerns. Did you say the measure
should also include Chinook salmon? This measure focuses on chum salmon only. The
council would have to do a separate analysis to re-examine the Chinook salmon cap.
Nenana Native Association: The Tribe hopes to initiate a separate analysis. On the
Yukon River, the Tribe has some chum salmon, but not enough Chinook salmon. | don’t
think this approach is effective for chum salmon, but Tribes need to consider that.
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Closing Remarks & Next Steps
e NOAA Fisheries

o Appreciation was shared to participants for their time, engagement, and
important feedback, recognizing that the document contains a lot of material to
digest

o Tribal input really matters: encouraged participants to provide written comments
to the council and/or testify at the February NPFMC meeting.

o Please add an email address to the chat if you would like to receive a copy of the
meeting notes for review

Meeting Adjourned: 4:33pm
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