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Responses to the 2020 Recommendations of the 
 Pacific Regional Scientific Review Group 

 
 1. The PSRG recommends that NMFS continue to identify populations/stocks based on 
Demographically Independent Populations (DIPs) on a precautionary basis and involve the 
PSRG where possible in the stock definition process. We welcome the guidance NMFS has 
developed for procedures to identify stocks in PSRG-2020-B01a, specifically the guidance on 
recognizing DIPs provided in PSRG-2020-B02. We recognize the importance of this change 
and welcome the DIPs concept development. As this new designation continues to be applied, 
there will be greater need to differentiate the term stock from DIP and be more explicit when 
describing DIPs in a stock context, e.g., distinguishing when DIPs are known not to exist for a 
stock or when insufficient information is available for a stock to designate DIPs. We are also 
concerned with the components of the procedure document that appear to change some of the 
definitions of stocks from what had been developed with public comment in the previous 
Guidelines for Assessing Marine Mammal Stocks. In particular, we think it is important that 
NMFS continue to fully consider the feeding areas where some species, e.g., humpback whales, 
spend most of their time, face their primary threats, and show the strongest fidelity, integrating 
these with the Distinct Population Segment (DPS) designations into a concept analogous to 
migratory herds. Additionally, the flowchart in both the presentation and process document 
imply a fairly limited role by the SRGs only in the later review stages of stocks when SRGs 
have often played a more integral earlier role in reviewing and recommending stock 
designations.  
 
Response:  NMFS thanks the PSRG for their recommendation regarding designating 
Demographically Independent Populations (DIPs) as stocks and their desire to be involved in 
the stock designation process. Direction for DIPs is given in NMFS Procedural Directive: 
Reviewing and Designating Stocks and Issuing Stock Assessment Reports under the Marine 
Mammal Protection Act (NMFS-PD-02-204-03). We are currently in the process of revising 
NMFS Procedural Directive Guidelines for Preparing Stock Assessment Reports Pursuant to 
Section 117 of the Marine Mammal Protection Act (formerly the Guidelines for Assessing 
Marine Mammal Stocks or GAMMS; NMFS-PD-02-204-01) to incorporate NMFS-PD-02-204-
03 and ensure that the DIP and stock distinction are clear in future Stock Assessment Reports 
(SARs), as recommended by the PSRG. We will present all draft GAMMS revisions to the 
PSRG as soon as possible, and subsequently, will seek public comment as we have in the past. 
Finally, humpback whale stock revisions are currently underway following the procedures laid 
out in NMFS-PD-02-204-03 and we will share related draft Technical Memoranda with the 
PSRG at an upcoming meeting.  
 
2. The PSRG, in its efforts to review revised stock assessment reports and to comment on the 
efficacy of existing research programs and the need for new research programs, recommends 
the participation of AFSC Marine Mammal Laboratory staff at future PSRG meetings. At the 
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March 2020 “virtual” meeting of the PSRG, there was strong participation from marine 
mammal scientists employed by the Southwest Fisheries Science Center, Pacific Islands 
Fisheries Science Center, and the Northwest Fisheries Science Center; however, there was no 
formal participation from marine mammal scientists employed by the Alaska Fisheries Science 
Center. This is unfortunate, given the significant AFSC research program on various marine 
mammal species that inhabit West Coast waters (e.g., California sea lions, northern fur seals, 
gray whales, etc.). In addition, the PSRG recommends that all four Science Centers provide 
brief overviews of ongoing marine mammal research programs and anticipated marine mammal 
research programs to the PSRG prior to its annual meeting. As possible, a similar format for all 
four presentations is requested. Total estimated cost for each activity should also be provided.  
Furthermore, the PSRG is concerned regarding the leadership for research on species of the 
California Current Ecosystem like harbor seals and harbor porpoise throughout their range. The 
PSRG requests clarification from NMFS as to which Science Center has the lead for each 
species/stock in each geographic region in the California Current Ecosystem.  
 
Response: NMFS agrees and believes that all four Science Centers’ participation at this year’s 
annual PSRG meeting will enhance coordination and communication. All four Science Centers 
will provide brief overviews of ongoing marine mammal research programs and anticipated 
marine mammal research programs in advance of the annual meeting. The designation of 
institutional 'leads' for species that range geographically and span multiple Science Centers will 
require a broader conversation between subject matter experts and Science Centers, which we 
intend to discuss at a future joint Alaska and Pacific SRG meeting. 
 
3. The PSRG recommends that NMFS organize, in the near future, a joint meeting between the 
PSRG and the AKSRG. This could perhaps be best accomplished by having both SRGs meet at 
a common venue independently for 2-3 days and in a plenary meeting on the final day. At 
present there are a number of information gaps regarding species information and ongoing 
research programs for transboundary and migratory stocks that occur in waters in the central 
Pacific and North Pacific. In addition, the PSRG is interested in hearing how the four NMFS 
Science Centers (S.W., N.W., AK, P.I.) prioritize future research needs and limited research 
funding for these species. The PSRG believes a joint meeting of the two SRGs would best 
address these issues. Primary species of concern are the humpback whale and gray whale; 
however, we would also include the North Pacific right whale, fin whale, blue whale, northern 
fur seal, northern elephant seal, etc. 
 
Response: NMFS agrees that a joint Alaska and Pacific SRG meeting would help narrow 
information gaps for transboundary and migratory stocks in the central and North Pacific. As a 
first step toward addressing this, and as resources allow, we intend to convene a joint 
intersessional for the Pacific and Alaska SRG focusing on humpback whale stock revisions. 
Following this intersessional meeting we intend to revisit the need for joint SRG meetings 
focusing on other stocks. 
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4. The PSRG recommends that NMFS develop a plan to meet research obligations in regard to 
monitoring for SARs, given potential for changes in the funding priorities by its partner 
agencies, including the Navy and BOEM. The Navy’s decision to otherwise discontinue support 
of passive acoustic work in the Marianas Archipelago, as discussed in the letter of response by 
NMFS to the 2019 PSRG recommendations, is one example. The PSRG asks NMFS for more 
details on how Navy and BOEM monitoring decisions are being evaluated and accommodated.  
 
Response: NMFS has conducted three surveys to date under Pacific Marine Assessment 
Program for Protected Species (PacMAPPS), a program supported by NOAA, Bureau of Ocean 
Energy Management (BOEM), and the U.S. Navy, to conduct cetacean stock assessment 
surveys in the North Pacific. These surveys were the Hawaiian Islands Cetacean Ecosystem and 
Assessment Survey (HICEAS) 2017, California Current Ecosystem Survey (CCES) 2018, and 
Winter HICEAS (WHICEAS) 2020. Two additional cruises have been funded and are planned 
(Marianas Islands, summer 2021, pending COVID restrictions) or are in the planning stages 
(Gulf of Alaska, possibly summer 2022). In addition, we are currently discussing plans for a 
second round of PacMAPPS with BOEM and the U.S. Navy. As resources allow, these 
continued partnerships are planned and tracked closely by way of regular communications to 
designated points of contact. 
 
5. As model-based approaches to estimating abundance continue to evolve rapidly, the PSRG 
recommends that whenever warranted, SARs incorporate model-based estimates of population 
abundance from line-transect data, but also include graphical presentation of the corresponding 
design-based estimates for comparison, if available. The PSRG is supportive of NOAA’s 
approach to shifting from design-based to model-based abundance estimates where warranted. 
However, because this shift can sometimes result in substantial changes to abundance estimates 
and to the temporal patterns of abundance estimates, there is potential for confusion by the 
reader as to how to interpret such changes. By graphically showing both types of estimates 
where available, the reader can compare and contrast results, and explanations can be provided 
where necessary to help interpret the differences.  
 
Response: NMFS thanks the PSRG for their recommendation to include a graphical 
presentation of corresponding design-based, line-transect abundance estimates, if available, 
when model-based estimates are used in the SARs. We agree that comparisons between the two 
types of estimates provide an important context for interpreting the estimates and evaluating 
each estimation approach's strengths and limitations. Such graphical representations are 
included in the draft 2020 SARs for Hawaii Cetaceans where model-based density estimates are 
available.  
 
6. The PSRG recommends that NMFS develop a guidance document that describes the use of 
design-based vs. model-based estimates in SARs including presentation of the assumptions and 
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limitations associated with each method. Methods for estimating abundance using species 
distribution models (SDM) are evolving rapidly, potentially leading to confusion in the 
interpretation of results and inconsistencies as to when and how to apply such models. Having a 
guidance document that articulates when model based or design-based estimates are preferable 
and clarifies the underlying assumptions associated with the methods would be beneficial for 
researchers and readers. One particular issue of note that the PRSG mentioned throughout the 
SARs review process was the ability of model-based estimates to capture temporal changes or 
trends because of dataset or sample size limitations – specifically, when SDM are fit to multiple 
years of survey data but have insufficient data to support inclusion of a temporal effect in the 
model. In these cases, it should be emphasized that the resulting estimates implicitly assume 
that abundance is constant over time except for those changes associated with year-to-year 
differences in the environmental variables. The guidance document should include 
recommended approaches for how to consider temporal effects and the likelihood of detecting a 
trend of a given magnitude (e.g., through a power analysis).  
 
Response: The Guidelines for Assessing Marine Mammal Stocks (GAMMS 2016) do not 
prescribe any particular methodology for estimating population size. Broadly, the goal is to 
obtain estimates of minimum population size (Nmin) with a methodology that provides a 
certain level of assurance that the stock size is equal to or greater than the Nmin estimate. 
NMFS agrees that the methods for estimating abundance using species distribution models are 
rapidly evolving, but we are hesitant to provide a guidance document because the application of 
design-based versus model-based methods is case-specific. Model-based and design-based 
inferences have well-known tradeoffs. The decision of which method to apply varies depending 
on the objectives, data, and tools available. We will continue to vet the approach, methodology, 
and associated limitations/tradeoffs on a case-by-case basis with the SRG. For those draft 2020 
SARs for Hawaii cetaceans that utilize model-based density estimates to derive assessment 
metrics (Nmin and PBR), we incorporate and will continue to include language on our 
underlying assumptions and inability to include trend terms in the model due to sample size 
limitations. We will continue to make it clear when we are unable to assess trends or any 
changes in abundance through time other than those that may be driven by environmental 
relationships.  
 
7.  The PSRG recommends that NMFS follow past practice and include non-technical and 
accessible language in the SARs explaining why there have been some notable changes in the 
estimates of annual abundance from previous SARs. In particular, a clearer delineation between 
the effects of the new estimate of g(0) and the effects of the shift to  the model-based approach 
on the abundance estimates would be helpful.  
 
Response: NMFS will include accessible language in SARs to help readers determine how the 
use of different methods in the SARs impacts estimated abundance. 
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8. The PSRG recommends that NMFS include an overview of the data source (e.g., boat based 
photography, visual observation, unoccupied aerial vehicle (UAS); drone) used to document 
each incident of a Serious Injury (S.I.) in S.I. reports. This recommendation is based on a likely 
increase in S.I. reporting in coming years due to the increased use of UAS to study large 
whales. The proliferation in the use of UAS in cetacean research is providing an increased 
opportunity to monitor and document injuries due to its unique observation perspective. With 
information on the data source used to document S.I., future analyses can account for data 
source as a possible factor in trends in S.I. reporting.  
 
Response: Where available, NMFS does include the data source in narratives for each human-
related Serious Injury determination published annually (e.g. Carretta et al. 2020). For large 
whales, most cases are opportunistically reported by members of the public, including boaters, 
Coast Guard, fishermen, researchers, and whale watching vessels (some of which use UAS in 
their business). A review of the Southwest Fisheries Science Center (SWFSC) Serious Injury 
Database (2007-2019) lists nine occurrences of large-whale records where aerial footage (from 
UAS or other types such as aerial survey or Coast Guard flight) contributed to the injury 
assessment. Such cases are thus, extremely rare (only 7 of 231 humpback sightings/records 
(3%) include a reference to aerial footage), but eight of nine large whale cases including 
reference to aerial platforms have occurred since 2016. NMFS will strive to include summary 
language in the annual S.I. reports that highlight the number of such cases in the most-recent 5-
year reporting period. 
 
9. The SRG recommends that research to investigate the potential for chronic effects of 
Toxoplasma gondii infection, including interactions with other causes of death, should be 
supported. The PSRG commends NOAA for its inclusion of acute toxoplasmosis as an 
anthropogenic cause of death for monk seals in the SAR; this represents an important step 
forward in evaluating combined threats to this species. Yet research on other marine species has 
shown that not all infections of Toxoplasma gondii result in lethal infections. In many cases 
infected animals may be asymptomatic, with the likelihood of acute effects related to an 
individual’s age, sex, body condition, health status, and even the genotype of the parasite. At 
the same time, there is research indicating that infection with T. gondii can be associated with a 
variety of chronic effects, some of which may lead to reductions in survival or reproductive 
success but which may be difficult to measure without extensive health assessments or 
epidemiological data sets. For example, in southern sea otters there is accumulating evidence 
that chronic effects of T. gondii infection include a significant increase in risk of cardiac 
disease, and that this is having population-level consequences. Research to investigate T. gondii 
effects in monk seals should be supported, and it should be acknowledged that acute cases of 
toxoplasmosis that may be detected represent the low end for any estimate of total population-
level impacts of this parasite.   
 

https://repository.library.noaa.gov/view/noaa/25230
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Response: NMFS appreciates this recommendation and agrees that acute cases of toxoplasmosis 
represent the low end of the impact, especially because not all affected seals are likely 
recovered for evaluation. At this time, we do not have data to suggest that there are chronic, 
sublethal Toxoplasma gondii infections in Hawaiian monk seals. For example, baseline 
serological data indicate that it is rare for apparently healthy seals to have circulating antibodies 
to T. gondii. Most seals that have been detected with antibodies to T. gondii are stranded and 
clinically affected or found dead from disseminated toxoplasmosis. However, we understand 
that subclinical infections and sublethal impacts have been documented in other marine 
mammal species and we are interested in studying this more closely in monk seals. As a first 
step, we are using archived tissue samples for PCR and genotyping to look for molecular 
evidence of infection. These efforts are ongoing and we will update the SRG as results become 
available.  
 
10. The PSRG recommends that NMFS continue to assess the impact of habitat loss at French 
Frigate Shoals on monk seals and work with the USFWS and other partners to mitigate 
entrapment hazards at Tern Island in the short term while exploring longer term habitat 
improvement or restoration plans as appropriate.   
 
Response: NMFS thanks the PSRG for the recommendation. We are committed to continuing 
our efforts to mitigate the most immediate threats of habitat loss and entrapment at French 
Frigate Shoals while collaborating with State, Federal, and private partners on viable long-term 
solutions.   
 
11. The PSRG recommends that NMFS work with the False Killer Whale (FKW) Take  
Reduction Team to improve the mitigation measures of the FKW Take Reduction Plan to  
minimize mortality and serious injury (M&SI) to bycaught FKWs encountered by the  Hawaii 
longline fishery and that NMFS report progress at the 2021 PSRG meeting. The PSRG has 
previously recommended it would be useful to re-examine all FKW interactions with the 
Hawaii longline fishery that may be useful for mitigation development, rigorously test 
branchline and gear-related mitigation measures to examine and improve release protocols and 
to fund additional research to develop novel mitigation measures to safely reduce M&SI of 
bycaught animals. The recommendation arose from concern that currently recommended 
procedures to release hooked FKWs have not proved effective and have resulted in trauma and 
injury to the animals while exposing the crew to hazardous conditions.  
 
Response: NMFS has convened the False Killer Whale Take Reduction Team (Team) for 
several meetings in recent years to develop recommendations to reduce M&SI of FKW 
incidental to the Hawaii longline fishery. Based on the Team’s input, a NMFS study to examine 
the effectiveness of weak (smaller diameter) hooks was scheduled to begin in April of 2020. 
However, due to COVID-19, the study was postponed for one year, and we intend to begin in 
April of 2021. The rationale is that weaker hooks (4.2 mm) compared to the currently used 
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hooks (4.5mm) will increase the likelihood of the hook straightening and allow the whales to 
self-release, thereby minimizing M&SI. The study will provide valuable data on whether the 
fishery can use these weaker (4.2 mm) hooks without a significant reduction in target catch. The 
study will occur from April 2021 through June 2021, with results expected in October 2021. 
The final study report will also include a meta-analysis of other hook studies conducted both 
within the U.S. and internationally to further inform potential take reduction measures for the 
Team to consider. 
 
In addition, the Team met in October 2020 via webinar to continue discussing additional study 
ideas, such as electronic monitoring and crew training. The Team did not reach a consensus on 
recommendations to amend the False Killer Whale Take Reduction Plan (Plan) during that 
webinar. Achieving consensus is a challenge under normal circumstances and webinars are not 
as conducive to Team deliberations as in-person meetings. Regardless, we are continuing to 
work with the Team in the interim to further develop the recommendations currently under 
consideration, as well as planning to convene the Team in-person during the fall/winter of 2021 
(contingent on the pandemic) to review and discuss the results of the hook study, and 
subsequent recommendations for amending the Plan.  
 
12. The PSRG acknowledges and welcomes NMFS plans to develop abundance assessments of 
spotted dolphins in Hawaii – and requests an update on this initiative at the 2021 PSRG 
meeting.  
 
Response: While design-based, line-transect abundance estimates of the Hawaii Pelagic stock of 
spotted dolphins are available following HICEAS 2017 (Bradford et al. in press), we are 
evaluating the potential to estimate the abundance of the Hawaii Island stock, the only insular 
stock that was sighted during the recent Winter HICEAS (WHICEAS) of 2020. Model-based 
abundance estimates are also available for spotted dolphins within the Hawaiian EEZ following 
HICEAS 2017 (Becker et al. in press), but are not stock-specific. Model-based estimates 
associated with the WHICEAS 2020 data are in process and will aim to provide separate 
models for pelagic versus insular (combined) spotted dolphins if the sample sizes are robust 
enough to do so. We are also moving toward using machine learning to automate the photo-
identification of dolphins in the Pacific Islands, which will allow us to revisit the feasibility of 
using photo-ID and mark-recapture approaches to estimate insular spotted dolphin abundance. 
We plan to provide an update on these efforts at the 2021 PSRG meeting. 
 
13. PSRG recommends that NMFS continue to evaluate the status of the Pacific Coast Feeding 
Group (PCFG) as a gray whale stock and strongly recommends NMFS continue to conduct 
genetic and other research, such as looking at the levels of internal and external recruitment, to 
explore this issue. We also recognize that the previous evaluation of PCFG status was 
conducted prior to a publication validating the genetic differences of the PCFG versus other 
feeding areas and prior to other important studies relevant to this determination.   
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Response: NMFS continues to conduct field and laboratory-based research on the PCFG. This 
work includes studies on genetic differentiation as well as recruitment. While the previous 
NMFS evaluation of the Pacific Coast Feeding Group (PCFG) occurred in 2012 (Weller et al. 
2013), SWFSC has been deeply involved in the recently completed 5-year range-wide 
comprehensive review of gray whale population structure conducted by the International 
Whaling Commission. As part of this process, exhaustive efforts were dedicated to 
understanding the dynamics of the PCFG, including a review of all available data sources and 
input from subject matter experts within and outside of NMFS.  
 
14. The SRG recommends continued use of the 0.035 value for Rmax for southern resident 
killer whales until a thorough analysis of population growth rates for this species has been 
performed. This recommendation was in response to a specific request from NMFS regarding 
whether the Rmax value currently used in the PBR calculation for the southern resident killer 
whales was appropriate (i.e., 0.035). When such an analysis is complete, the PSRG will review 
and provide comments, as appropriate.   
 
Response: NMFS will continue to use an Rmax value of 0.035 for this stock until a better stock-
specific estimate is available for SRG review. 
 
15. The SRG recommends that NMFS, as part of their ongoing work to analyze the 2018  
CCES joint fish/marine mammal survey, focus on the positive (e.g., cost savings) and negative 
impacts (e.g., increased bias) of the survey’s dual mission on the quality of West Coast cetacean 
assessments. The PSRG believes it is important to know how the dual mission affects those 
surveys and what the long-term consequences might be for continuing with similar survey 
designs, and looks forward to learning about the results.  
 
Response: There were pros and cons of the 2018 CCES survey - a joint survey for coastal 
pelagic fisheries stocks and marine mammals - in terms of how it affected the quality of U.S. 
West Coast cetacean assessments compared to conventional SWFSC surveys for marine 
mammals. For species that occur principally over the continental shelf, CCES 2018 generated 
more sightings, and at a finer spatial scale, than previous surveys, allowing for better species 
distribution models and more precise estimates of population size and density derived from 
these models. Improving the quality of species distribution models for relatively nearshore 
stocks is a high priority for NMFS, as it is these stocks for which human impacts are more 
likely to occur and require management (e.g., vessel strikes, fisheries, offshore development) 
and for which federal stakeholders such as BOEM and the U.S. Navy need scientific inputs for 
assessment and permitting processes. Moreover, trophic and ecosystem ecology research is now 
underway based on the unique set of predator and prey data that were simultaneously collected 
during CCES 2018.  Another benefit of the joint survey effort includes substantial cost saving 
to the agency in terms of the number of sea-days and more efficient use of NOAA ship 
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resources, as well as a reduced carbon footprint. The principal tradeoff is that stocks occurring 
significantly or entirely offshore cannot be effectively surveyed by cruises such as CCES 2018.  
These include offshore dolphin stocks such as striped dolphins, and offshore deep-diving 
cetaceans such as sperm whales and beaked whales. For stocks distributed both on and beyond 
the continental shelf (e.g., fin whale, blue whale), the CCES 2018 data were useful, but the 
accuracy of the latest population size estimates depends on some assumptions that are difficult 
to evaluate, and occasional offshore data will be needed to inform assessments for these species 
properly. Deep-diving species might be assessed using other methods (e.g., drifting acoustic 
arrays), but this requires separate dedicated efforts to deploy and retrieve these and additional 
research and development (note, we did deploy and retrieve Drifting Acoustic Spar Buoy 
Recorders (DASBRs) as part of CCES 2018, but this required many supplemental sea-days).  
Another challenge posed by CCES 2018 is that it forces model-based rather than design-based 
inference. While not a problem per se, this can result in lower-quality estimates of population 
size (depending on the stock and survey design), and higher costs of conducting analyses due to 
the specific expertise needed to complete the analysis. In addition, this extends the time from 
data collection to project completion.  
 
Reiteration of past recommendations  
16. The PSRG reiterates their recommendation that NMFS continues data collection in the  
waters around Guam and the Commonwealth of the Northern Mariana Islands to support the 
development of SARs for marine mammal species in the region. The PSRG welcomes the 
planned accumulation of data and information available on Mariana Archipelago cetacean 
populations as a Technical Memorandum. Additionally, the upcoming PacMAPPS Mariana 
Archipelago survey in summer 2021 (a partnership between NOAA, Navy and BOEM) should 
provide relevant information to support estimates of stock abundance and the production of 
SARs. We acknowledge the need for investigation of DIPs and stocks for cetaceans in the 
Mariana Archipelago and look forward to these advances.  
 
Response: NMFS thanks the PSRG for their continued interest in advancing cetacean 
assessment within the Mariana Archipelago. As resources allow, we intend to conduct a 
summer 2021 line-transect survey in the region with support from the U.S. Navy as part of the 
PacMAPPS initiative. We will provide an update on survey plans at the 2021 PSRG meeting.  
 
17. Reiterating concern with the high rate of beaked whale stranding coincident with Naval 
sonar exercises in the Mariana Archipelago, the PSRG recommends that NMFS establish a 
monitoring program that is capable of quantifying long-term trends in abundance of  beaked 
whales on the Marianas Islands Range Complex. As a component of this monitoring program, 
the SRG recommends that NMFS work with the Navy to conduct aerial surveys of area 
shorelines following sonar exercises to survey for cetacean strandings or mortality that might 
otherwise not be recorded from remote areas of the islands.  
 



10 
 

Response: The 2021 PacMAPPS survey will include the use of Drifting Acoustic Spar Buoy 
Recorders (DASBR) to survey beaked whales and other deep divers throughout the archipelago 
over the course of the survey effort. Periodic DASBR surveys may be among the best ways to 
monitor population trends for beaked whales in this region, and we intend to include Mariana 
surveys in future phases of PacMAPPS. NMFS has maintained several passive acoustic 
monitoring sites within the Mariana Archipelago over various time scales. At present, 
maintenance of those sites, or establishment of alternative sites in better index locations, is our 
only means of continuously monitoring beaked whales in the region.  
 
18. The PSRG again recommends that NMFS establish a Recovery Team to provide science 
based guidance to promote SRKW recovery (e.g., the management of other marine predators 
that may compete with SRKWs for food, determining adequate setbacks for vessels in the 
vicinity of the whales, and review and prioritization of research needs). The SRKW population 
has been declining since 1995 and the existing evidence indicates that the decline is likely to 
continue into the foreseeable future: its reproductive and survival rates have fallen well below 
sustainable levels, its age structure is becoming distorted with a paucity of immature females, 
and numerous individuals in the population are in poor condition. The PSRG recognizes that the 
task force established by Washington’s Governor Inslee has reviewed the status of, and risk 
factors affecting, the SRKW population and the outcome of that review would provide valuable 
information to be considered by a Recovery Team. At the same time, however, NMFS is the 
lead agency responsible for the protection and recovery of this highly endangered population 
and, as such, it must lead and coordinate the recovery effort. A Recovery Team would help  
integrate the research programs conducted by the Southwest Fisheries Science Center and the 
Northwest Fisheries Science Center, as well as research conducted by various State agencies, 
academic institutions, and non-profit groups. A Recovery Team would have the legal authority 
to act as a primary conduit of the best available science from all sources, could marshal the 
expertise needed to rank the relative threats and thus prioritize potential responses, and provide 
timely scientific advice to NMFS regarding the most important actions needed to investigate 
and recover this population.  
 
Response: NMFS continues to lead regulatory and recovery actions, which includes work with 
numerous partners to implement actions from the Recovery Plan for Southern Resident Killer 
whales (SRKW), as well as the Species in the Spotlight Action Plan, which is currently being 
updated. We are also working with Washington State partners to implement recommendations 
from the Southern Resident Task Force reports and engaging in Canada’s open Multi-
Stakeholder Advisory Group and Technical Working Group process to coordinate and 
collaborate across the border. Similar to Canada’s current approach, to develop and implement 
the Recovery Plan for SRKW, we determined that an open public process provided for even 
broader participation than a recovery team would have allowed. The recovery plan was well 
informed by external science review in the form of numerous workshops and those expert 
reviews to inform prioritization and implementation have continued, as listed in our previous 
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response to a similar recommendation from the PSRG last year. Through this approach we are 
able to draw on a broader set of internal and external scientific experts and stakeholders to 
develop and implement specific actions compared to what we could achieve through one 
recovery team with a limited number of participants. We have focused our resources on pulling 
together specialized groups with direct expertise for program reviews and have focused 
discussions on specific threats, actions, and priorities. We are already internally coordinating 
research programs among NMFS science centers through staff and leadership discussions, and 
we lead research coordination calls with all of the U.S. and Canadian permitted researchers 
every year. NMFS has also been engaged in setting priorities and recommending funding 
through our partnership with the National Fish and Wildlife Commission Killer Whale 
Research and Conservation grant program. We are implementing actions from the various plans 
for recovery with timely input from experts and we will consider your comment as we evaluate 
the tradeoffs of implementing actions as identified through our current program or dedicating 
additional staff time and resources to support and manage a recovery team.   
     
19. The PSRG reiterates its recommendation from last year that NMFS continue to support 
efforts to clear the Northwestern Hawaiian Islands of netting and marine debris that pose a 
threat to Hawaiian monk seals and other protected species through entanglement and ingestion. 
The PSRG notes that this recommendation is consistent with the actions identified in the 2007 
Hawaiian monk seal recovery plan to "prevent entanglements of monk seals" that included "An 
action that must be taken to prevent extinction or to prevent the species from declining 
irreversibly." (P. 98).   
 
Response: We continue to support this recommendation through disentanglement of seals and 
shore-based cleanups via our monk seal field camps. NOAA, more broadly, continues to 
support larger-scale removal through the NOAA Marine Debris Program grant program and a 
new collaboration with the non-profit organization the Papahanaumokuakea Marine Debris 
Program. This collaboration culminated in their first successful mission to the NWHI late in 
2020. 
 
20. The PSRG reiterates their recommendation for implementing time-area closures to protect 
spinner dolphins. The PSRG also reiterated that it finds the proposed 50-yard no approach rule 
within spinner dolphin resting bays to be ineffective. The PSRG acknowledges and welcomes 
NMFS recent efforts towards developing a survey design to estimate spinner dolphin abundance 
in Hawaii and requests an update on the design and preliminary findings during the 2021 PSRG 
meeting.  
 
Response: NMFS appreciates the PSRG’s recommendation to implement time-area closures to 
protect Hawaiian spinner dolphins. NMFS continues to evaluate management actions to protect 
Hawaiian spinner dolphins from take as defined under the Marine Mammal Protection Act. We 
have worked with the Hawaii Institute of Marine Biology to design and execute surveys for 
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spinner dolphins around Oahu in 2021. Although COVID-19 prevented completion of the full 
line-transect survey, we were able to complete a pilot survey to examine data collection 
protocols and survey design effectiveness during October of this year. NMFS and HIMB plan to 
collectively complete the full survey in 2022. We will provide an update on the current survey 
plans at the 2021 PSRG meeting.  
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