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Rationale for the Council’s preferred alternative
The intent of alternative is to create a comprehensive salmon bycatch avoidance program that works more effectively minimize chum bycatch, avoid Alaska-origin chum, and protect Chinook, so the overall result is a better ability to minimize salmon bycatch of both species.  In considering this combined management approach, the Council considered a broad suite of measures that are all estimated to result in some level of behavior change to further avoid salmon bycatch, which is the primary objective of this action. Experience has shown that PSC avoidance requires flexibility and the ability of vessels to adjust to real-time information and fishery conditions. The recommended changes in the PA are adjustments to the existing program to make it more effective. In particular the Council expressed that it remains extremely important to ensure that the program is working as intended and to evaluate whether the incentives are strong in times of historically low Chinook abundance. 

Incorporating chum salmon into the IPAs meets the purpose and need statement by providing measures to prevent high chum salmon bycatch, while allowing for flexibility to target avoidance of Alaska chum stocks and to adapt to changing conditions on the water quickly.  In doing so, this action for chum bycatch strikes an appropriate balance between regulatory requirements and adaptive management.  

Further modifications to IPA requirements increase the incentives to reduce Chinook salmon bycatch within the IPAs. The IPA system is based on being flexible, responsive, and able to be tailored by each sector to fit its operational needs. Incorporating additional provisions was noted by the Council as intended to provide an opportunity for IPAs to increase their responsiveness and improve upon an individual vessel level in some sectors. This is intended to reduce the potential for outlier behavior as has been noted in the analysis.  The action would require an excluder during almost the entire A season and the last two months of the B season, the times in which the fleet encounters Chinook.  The mandate that the IPAs require all vessels to use an excluder without the need to detail what type of excluder design to use in Federal regulations provides the best approach.

The inclusion of a lower PSC limit and performance standard threshold is based on the need for additional incentives to reduce bycatch when these Chinook stocks are critically low in order to minimize the impact of the pollock fishery. Any additional fish returning to those rivers improves the ability to meet the escapement goals, which is necessary for long-term sustainability of the stock and the people reliant on this fishery. This action only reduces both PSC limits, in years of very low salmon abundance. The performance standard is truly the operational PSC limit, however reducing the PSC limit is also appropriate given the potential for decreased bycatch reduction incentives should the performance standard threshold be exceeded with a large gap before the PSC limit itself is reached.  Specifically, vessels may choose not to incur the extra costs associated with bycatch avoidance once a performance standard has been exceeded, unless there's a lower PSC limit in place.  In years of low abundance, reducing this risk is critical thus the Council selected to reduce both the PSC limit and the performance standard threshold

Integral to the Council’s decision on the level of the limit reduction is the fact that the current bycatch levels are much lower than the caps. This is likely due to low salmon abundance as well as to the incentive programs working.  Thus all of the combined measures included in the PA are focused upon retaining the incentives to reduce bycatch at all levels of abundance as intended by the Council’s original action under Amendment 91.

