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May 27, 2020

Dear Recipient:

In accordance with provisions of the National Environmental Policy Act (NEPA), we announce the
publication of the Final Environmental Assessment and Finding of No Significant Impact (FONSI) for
increasing the 2020 annual catch limit (ACL) for shortbelly rockfish (Sebastes jordani).

The proposed action is to adjust the 2020 ACL of shortbelly rockfish to a level that reflects new
information regarding shortbelly rockfish abundance. This adjustment will accommodate incidental
bycatch of shortbelly rockfish in Pacific Coast groundfish trawl fisheries, while continuing to minimize
bycatch and discourage development of a targeted fishery for shortbelly rockfish.

The action is described in the analysis contained in the supporting Environmental Assessment included
in the Proposed Regulatory Amendment under the Pacific Coast Groundfish Fishery Management Plan
prepared collaboratively by the Pacific Fishery Management Council and the National Marine
Fisheries Service’s (NMFS) West Coast Region.

The Proposed Regulatory Amendment under the Pacific Coast Groundfish Fishery Management Plan
also includes actions to adjust catch limits for cowcod (Sebastes levis) south of 40°10° N latitude.
These changes would not alter the harvest control rule or associated ACL. Therefore, the impacts
remain the same as previously considered under the Final Environmental Impact Statement for Harvest
Specifications and Management Measures for 2015-2016 and Biennial Periods thereafter (FEIS) for
Pacific Coast Groundfish.

The National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration’s (NOAA)’s Policy and Procedures for
Compliance with the National Environmental Policy Act and Related Authorities: Companion Manual
for NOAA Administrative Order 216-6A requires that NOAA prepare and publish a FONSI that
concludes the NEPA process for an EA.

The NMFS has made available the Final EA electronically through the NOAA Fisheries West Coast
Regional NEPA website. The FONSI is included as Section 3.3 of the Final Environmental
Assessment.

Sincerely,

S N

{ Barry A. Thom
&0 Regional Administrator
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https://www.fisheries.noaa.gov/west-coast/laws-and-policies/west-coast-region-national-environmental-policy-act-documents
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The proposed actions are to 1) eliminate the 2020 annual catch target (ACT) for
cowcod (Sebastes levis) south of 40°10° N lat. with an adjustment to the set-aside
or off-the-top deduction from the ACL, and 2) increase the 2020 annual catch limit
(ACL) of shortbelly rockfish (S. Jordan) to avoid negative socioeconomic impacts
to the West Coast groundfish fishery.

Cowcod south 0f40°10’ N Iat. is one of two West Coast groundfish stocks currently
managed under a rebuilding plan. Cowcod is also a quota species in the West Coast
trawl catch share program with very small individual fishing quotas (IFQs)
allocated to quota shareholders based on the sector’s allocation of the 2020 ACT of
6 metric ton (mt). As such, cowcod is a constraining species to California trawlers
south of 40°10” N lat. According to the 2019 stock assessment adopted by the
Pacific Fishery Management Council (Council) at their September 2019 meeting,
cowcod has now attained a healthy and rebuilt status. As the stock has increased
in abundance, incidental bycatch of cowcod has been increasingly difficult to avoid.
Some groundfish trawlers south of 40°10° N lat. are prematurely approaching their
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vessel limits of cowcod threatening their ability to prosecute their fishery. The
Council is interested in providing some economic relief by raising or eliminating
the ACT, with a possible reduction to the research yield set-aside. These actions
would increase the annual cowcod vessel limit for affected Limited Entry
groundfish trawl fishery participants south of 40°10° N lat.

Shortbelly rockfish is one of the most abundant rockfish species in the California
Current and is not targeted in any West Coast fishery (Field, ef al. 2007a,b). While
shortbelly rockfish are most abundant along the continental shelf break between the
northern end of Monterey Bay and Point Reyes, California and around the Channel
Islands in the Southern California Bight (Love, et al. 2002; Moser, et al. 2000;
Pearson, ef al. 1991a; Phillips 1964), they have increasingly been encountered and
incidentally caught in midwater trawl fisheries in waters north of 40°10° N lat. as
far north as northern Washington. The observed magnitude of encounters of
shortbelly rockfish north of 40°10” N lat. in recent years is unprecedented and may
be the result of a climate change-driven distributional shift and/or the effect of large
recruitments. It appears both explanations are contributing factors given evidence
of continued high recruitment and abundance in the core habitats off southern and
central California (see Section 4.7). The shortbelly ACL of 500 mt was exceeded
in 2018 and 2019. The Council is interested in specifying a higher shortbelly ACL
in 2020 than the 500 mt ACL in regulations to avoid premature closure of
groundfish fisheries that incidentally take shortbelly rockfish.
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List of Acronyms and Abbreviations

Stevens Act

Conservation and Management Act

MHW

marine heatwave

mt metric ton or tonne

MS Mothership

MW midwater

NMFS National Marine Fisheries Service

NOAA Natiqngl Ogeanic and Atmospheric
Administration

NWESC Northwest Fisheries Science Center

OA open access (sector of the West Coast
groundfish fishery)

OFL overfishing limit

OR Oregon

oYy optimum yield

ABC acceptable biological catch overfishing probability (the Council’s
ACL annual catch limit p* SSK tt°|?rr]an0? fg:lﬁote:tia:tonetzrﬁihing
ACT annual cat.c.h target egﬁm(;tinz ?ﬁfo;:'f)u certainty |
AM acc.ountablllty_m?asure : PCGFMP Pacific Coast Groundfish Fishery
Bo upflshed equmbrlum spawning stock Management Plan
biomass or spawning output PPA preliminary preferred alternative
The biomass estimated to result in Pac FIN Pacific Fisheries Information Network
Busy maximum sus{ainablg yield of a stock QP quota pounds
and the prescribed biomass target for RCA Rockfish Conservation Area
West Coast groundfish stocks L Recreational Fisheries Information
CA California Ricin Network
CalCOF] C.alifor.nia Coopelzrat?ve Oceanic RFA Regulatory Flexibility Act
Fisheries Investigations RFAA Regulatory Flexibility Act Analysis
CCA Cowcod Conservation Area RIR Regulatory Impact Review
CP catcher-processor RREAS Rockfigh Recruitment and Ecosystem
Council Pacific Fishery Management Council Analysis Survey
E.O. Executive Order SBA Small Business Act
EA Environmental Assessment SCB Southern California Bight
EC species | Ecosystem Component species SPR spawning potential ratio
EEZ Exclusive Economic Zone SSC Scientific and Statistical Committee
EFP exempted fishing permit SWFSC Southwest Fisheries Science Center
F instantaneous harvest rate WA Washington
FG fixed gear WCGOP West Coast Groundfish Observer
FMP fishery management plan Program
FR Federal Register
GAP Groundfish Advisory Subpanel
GEMM Grogndfish Expanded Mortality
Multiyear
GMT Groundfish Management Team
HCR harvest control rule
HG harvest guideline
IFQ individual fishing quota
|0-PAC Input-Qutput Model for Pacific Coast
Fisheries
IRFA Initial Regulatory Flexibility Analysis
LE limited entry (§ectqrs of the West
Coast groundfish fishery)
m meter or meters
Magnuson- Magnuson-Stevens Fishery
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Executive Summary

The proposed actions are to 1) increase the 2020 annual catch limits (ACL) for shortbelly rockfish
from 500 mt to 3,000 mt, 2) eliminate the 2020 annual catch target (ACT) for cowcod south of
40°10’ N lat., and 3) reduce the research set-aside for cowcod south of 40°10° N lat. from 2 mt to
I mt to increase the annual vessel limit in the trawl catch share program south of 40°10° N Iat.
Both stocks are managed under the Pacific Coast Groundfish Fishery Management Plan (FMP).

Purpose and Need

Purpose and Need for the Cowcod Action

The purpose of this action is to remove the ACT for cowcod in 2020 south of 40°10° N lat., given
the improved state of the cowcod stock, and to reduce the yield set-aside for cowcod mortality in
research activities, based on anticipated research impacts in 2020. The proposed action increases
the annual vessel limit of cowcod in the trawl catch share program south of 40°10° N lat. from 858
Ibs to 1,264 Ibs.

Action is needed to reduce the risk that vessels fishing south of 40°10° N lat. in the groundfish
trawl individual fishing quota (IFQ) program will reach their annual vessel limit for cowcod in
2020 and have to cease fishing in the trawl IFQ program for the remainder of the year, which
would result in severe adverse economic impacts on those vessels and fishing communities in the
area.

Purpose and Need for the Shortbelly Rockfish Action

The purpose of this action is to review and adjust the ACL for shortbelly rockfish in 2020 to a
level that will accommodate incidental bycatch of this stock given recent high bycatch in
groundfish trawl fisheries, while continuing to minimize bycatch and discourage development of
a targeted fishery for shortbelly rockfish.

Action is needed to reduce the risk of closures or constraints in groundfish trawl fisheries due to
the possibility of high bycatch of shortbelly rockfish in 2020, and avoid the adverse economic
impacts to West Coast fishing communities that would result from such closures or constraints,
while continuing to protect the availability of shortbelly rockfish as important forage in the
California Current Ecosystem.

Alternatives

Cowcod Alternatives

Alternatives for the cowcod action are:
No Action: Maintain the 6 mt cowcod ACT for 2020. Cowcod annual vessel limit is 858 1bs.

Alternative 1 (Preferred): Eliminate the 6 mt cowcod ACT for 2020 and manage fisheries to stay
within the 10 mt ACL. Reduce the research set-aside to 1 mt. The cowcod annual vessel
limit under this alternative is 1,264 1bs.
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Shortbelly Rockfish Alternatives

Alternatives for the shortbelly rockfish action are:
No Action: Maintain the 500 mt shortbelly rockfish ACL for 2020.
Alternative 1 (Preferred): Increase the 2020 shortbelly rockfish ACL to 3,000 mt.

Alternative 2: Increase the 2020 shortbelly rockfish ACL to equal the proposed 2021 acceptable
biological catch (ABC) of 4,184 mt.

Environmental Assessment

The Environmental Assessment for shortbelly rockfish alternatives identifies information
necessary to understand the affected environment, the potential impacts of each alternative and
criteria to evaluate the significance of these impacts. This EA is tiered off the Harvest
Specifications and Management Measures for 2015-2016 and Biennial Periods Thereafter Final
Environmental Impact Statement as updated by the 2017-18 EA and the 2019-2020 EA. Although
changes are proposed to the cowcod ACT and allocations, these changes would not alter the
Harvest Control Rule or associated ACL. The impacts associated with the proposed alternatives
for cowcod remain the same as previously analyzed in the 2019-2020 EA. The impacts associated
with the proposed shortbelly ACL alternatives for target and non-target species would be
negligible as the harvest limits for shortbelly and other target species would remain below
overfishing limits. Impacts of the shortbelly ACL alternatives on the California Current
Ecosystem, particularly forage availability, would not be significant since there have been
anomalously high abundance of forage species such as northern anchovy, and higher than average
production of several marine predators in 2018-19. Impacts of the shortbelly rockfish ACL
alternatives on protected species would not be significant as predators that feed on shortbelly
rockfish do not exclusively prey on shortbelly when other species are abundant; and shortbelly is
one of many species in predator diets, and the action would reduce risk of increased bycatch of
Chinook salmon by the whiting fishery. Impacts of the shortbelly ACL alternatives on bottom
habitat would be negligible as EFH bottom habitat is not affected by the proposed shortbelly action
because the affected fishery sector predominantly uses mid-water trawl gear. Impacts on
groundfish EFH, including prey availability, would not be significant since the increased
shortbelly bycatch is a result of an overall increase in abundance and range extension of shortbelly
rockfish. Overall the shortbelly ACL action alternatives would have a positive, non-significant
impact on socioeconomics by lessening the potential for an early closure of midwater trawl
fisheries.

Regulatory Impact Review

The preferred cowcod Alternative 1 would potentially mitigate the constraint imposed by the low
cowcod vessel limit in the 2020 IFQ trawl fishery south of 40°10° N lat. by eliminating the ACT
and increasing the vessel limit by basing the annual vessel limit solely on the trawl allocation of
the fishery harvest guideline (HG) of the ACL. The conservation objectives of the cowcod
rebuilding plan would not be compromised by this action since all rebuilding alternatives are
predicated on staying within the prescribed ACLs and associated harvest control rule (HCR),
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which are not proposed to change in 2020. Further, the 2019 cowcod stock assessment indicates
rebuilding objectives are already attained since the stock is now estimated to be above its biomass
management target (Bmsy). The Council adopted the 2019 assessment and the National Marine
Fisheries Service (NMFS) has declared the stock to be rebuilt.

Shortbelly rockfish Alternatives 1 and 2 would mitigate the potential constraint imposed by the
low 2020 ACL if incidental bycatch once again exceeds the ACL. The low ACL of 500 mt, was
set at less than 9 percent of the ABC and was intended to accommodate bycatch levels as observed
through 2017, discourage targeting, and continue to protect the availability of shortbelly rockfish
as a forage species. In recent years, there has been a northward shift in shortbelly rockfish
distribution and abundance, resulting in increased bycatch levels in midwater trawl fisheries such
as those targeting Pacific whiting. The proposed action to increase the 2020 ACL should not harm
the stock since the abundance appears to be high and the stock is not targeted in any fishery.

Increasing the 2020 ACL should not induce targeting since shortbelly rockfish are small and not
marketable. As such, a longer-term solution may be a reconsideration of an Ecosystem Component
(EC) species designation with a continued monitoring requirement. An EC species designation
for 2020 is not considered as part of this proposed action.

Regulatory Flexibility Act Analysis

The preferred cowcod Alternative 1 would directly impact two groups: quota share owners of
cowcod south of 40°10° N latitude and catcher vessel owners who operate vessels south of 40°10°
N latitude and have the potential to encounter cowcod. The preferred cowcod alternative would
have neutral to positive impacts for Limited Entry (LE) trawl participants who own quota for this
species and/or fish south of 40°10° N latitude. Quota owners that are able to sell increased quota
amounts may benefit. Most IFQ vessels do not operate south of 40°10° N latitude and would
experience no impacts from the preferred alternative.

The preferred alternative for shortbelly rockfish will primarily affect LE trawl vessels, especially
midwater trawl vessels targeting Pacific whiting and semi-pelagic rockfish (i.e., non-whiting)
north of 40°10° N lat. given the sectors and gear experiencing the highest bycatch of shortbelly
rockfish in recent years. The preferred alternative would have neutral to positive impacts for these
vessels since the higher ACL for shortbelly rockfish would reduce the risk of an early closure to
their fishing if increased levels of shortbelly rockfish occurs in 2020. This proposed rule is not
expected to place small entities at a competitive disadvantage to large entities or expected to reduce
profit for small entities.

Magnuson-Stevens Act National Standards

The preferred alternatives for cowcod and shortbelly rockfish meet the 10 National Standards as
contained in the Magnuson-Stevens Act. The proposed actions do not increase the risk of
overfishing of either cowcod or shortbelly rockfish, or any other groundfish stock. The
fundamental objective of the proposed actions is to remove regulatory barrier to better achieve OY
of target species while continuing to minimize bycatch of incidental species, using the best
scientific information available. A brief discussion of how each alternative is consistent with the
National Standards is provided.
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1 Introduction

This document analyzes proposed management measures that would apply to cowcod south of
40°10° N lat. in the trawl fishery and coastwide shortbelly rockfish, both managed in the Pacific
Coast Groundfish Fishery Management Plan (FMP). The measures under consideration include:
1) to eliminate the 2020 ACT for cowcod south of 40°10” N lat., coupled with a decrease of the
research set-aside to 1 mt, and 2) to increase the 2020 ACL for shortbelly rockfish.

This document is an Environmental Assessment/Regulatory Impact Review/Regulatory Flexibility
Act Analysis/Magnuson-Stevens Act Analysis (EA/RIR/RFAA/MSA). An EA/RIR/RFAA/MSA
provides assessments of the environmental impacts of a proposed action and its reasonable
alternatives (the EA), the benefits and costs of the alternatives and the distribution of impacts (the
RIR), identification of the small entities that may be affected by the alternatives (RFAA), and
analysis of how the alternatives align with the National Standards (MSA). This
EA/RIR/RFAA/MSA addresses the statutory requirements of the Magnuson Stevens Fishery
Conservation and Management Act, the National Environmental Policy Act, Presidential
Executive Order 12866, and the Regulatory Flexibility Act. An EA/RIR/RFAA/MSA is a standard
document produced by the Pacific Fishery Management Council (Council) and the National
Marine Fisheries Service (NMFS) West Coast Region to provide the analytical background for
decision-making.

Catch data from 2002 to 2018 used in these analyses, including estimates of dead discards for these
species, were provided by the National Marine Fisheries Service Northwest Fisheries Science
Center (NMFS NWFSC) Observer Program in their Groundfish Expanded Mortality Multiyear
(GEMM) product (Somers, et al. 2019). Estimated landings in 2019 (as of February 19, 2020)
were downloaded from the Pacific Fisheries Information Network (Pac FIN).

Cowcod South of 40°10° N Iat.

The National Marine Fisheries Service (NMFS) declared cowcod south of40°10° N lat. overfished
in January 2000, after Butler et al. (1999) estimated the 1998 spawning biomass to be at 7 percent
of Bo, well below the 25 percent minimum stock size threshold. Cowcod has been managed with
de minimums harvest specifications (optimum yields [OYs]/ACLs of 2.4 - 10 mt) under a
rebuilding plan since that time.

Overfished species, such as cowcod, were designated as a quota species under FMP Amendment
20 which established the West Coast trawl catch share program. This was done as an expedient
measure to control the incidental bycatch of overfished species in the trawl fishery through IFQ
management. Vessel limits for LE trawl participants in the catch share program control the amount
of quota pounds (QP) of a quota species registered to a vessel with the intent to prevent excessive
control of quota by a participant. Vessel limits are determined based on the trawl participant’s
apportionment of the trawl sector’s allocation of a quota species’ ACL or ACT if one is specified.

The 2020 ACL and ACT for cowcod south of 40°10° N lat. are 10 mt and 6 mt, respectively. The
2020 vessel limits for cowcod are based on an apportionment (17.7 percent) of the 6 mt ACT.
Public comment at the Council’s June 2019 meeting by participants in the trawl fishery south of
40°10° N lat. urged the Council and NMFS to increase or eliminate the ACT to effect a higher
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cowcod vessel limit. While no entity exceeded the annual cowcod vessel limit in 2018 and 2019,
some trawl participants were highly concerned that they might exceed their vessel limit in 2019
and 2020 despite efforts to avoid incidental cowcod bycatch. Once the annual vessel limit is
attained, the vessel needs to cease fishing for the rest of the year. This poses a significant economic
cost to affected participants since they cannot fish their remaining quota of healthy target species.
While there is no regulatory mechanism to avoid such impacts, the GMT recommended increasing
or eliminating the 2020 cowcod ACT to potentially avoid such impacts. They also posed the option
of reducing the yield set-aside or off-the top deduction of yield from the ACL to account for
research activities, limits for exempted fishing permits (EFPs), and incidental bycatch in non-
groundfish fisheries.

It has been anticipated that cowcod would be increasingly difficult to avoid in groundfish fisheries
south of 40°10” N lat. given the prediction cowcod would be rebuilt at the start of 2019. This
prediction is confirmed based on the results of the 2019 cowcod stock assessment adopted at the
September 2019 Council meeting, which estimates the spawning stock is at 57 percent of Bo at the
start of 2019 (Dick and He 2019). The Council recommended to NMFS the stock be declared
rebuilt. New harvest specifications will be considered for 2021 and beyond based on the results
of the new assessment. The action the Council is considered in September and November was to
eliminate the 2020 ACT to avoid impacts to affected trawl fishery participants in the interim before
new harvest specifications are implemented in 2021.

The Council adopted the range of alternatives described in Section 2.1 and the preliminary
preferred alternative (PPA) for this proposed action at its September 2019 meeting in Boise, Idaho.
Final action occurred at the November 2019 Council meeting in Costa Mesa, California.

Shortbelly Rockfish

The expectation of eventual development of a domestic commercial fishery (Kato 1981) led to
past efforts to estimate stock abundance and productivity (Lenard 1980, Pearson et al. 1989,
Pearson et al. 1991a) as well as evaluations of commercial potential. The first ABC for shortbelly
rockfish was set by the Council at 10,000 mt for 1983 through 1989. A stock assessment by
Pearson et al. (Pearson, et al. 1991b) estimated that allowable catches for shortbelly might range
from 13,900 to 47,000 mt per year, based on life history data and hydro acoustic survey estimates
of abundance. Subsequently, the Council established an ABC of 23,500 mt, which was reduced
to 13,900 mt in 2001 based on observations of poor recruitment throughout the 1990s and the
continued lack of a targeted fishery. Yet despite several attempts to develop a commercial fishery
for shortbelly in the 1990s, domestic fishery landings had never exceeded 80 mt per year along the
West Coast.

Shortbelly rockfish was assessed as a research assessment to understand the potential
environmental determinants of fluctuations in the recruitment and abundance of an unexploited
rockfish population in the California Current ecosystem (Field, et al. 2007a,b). The assessment
showed that substantive population variability has occurred over the study period for an
(effectively) unexploited species in the California Current. The results of the assessment indicated
the shortbelly rockfish stock was healthy and above Bmsy with an estimated spawning stock
biomass of 67 percent of its unfished biomass in 2005.
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Shortbelly rockfish were initially considered for an Ecosystem Component (EC) species
designation under FMP Amendment 23. Rather than classifying shortbelly rockfish as an EC
species, the Council chose to recommend a restrictive ACL of 50 mt, which was below recent
catch levels, for the 2011-2012 and the 2013-2014 management cycles. The ACL was increased
to 500 mt beginning in 2015 to prevent unavoidable bycatch from prematurely shutting down
emerging midwater trawl fisheries targeting yellowtail and widow rockfish. The 500 mt ACL is
less than 9 percent of the ABC and is a level of harvest meant to accommodate unavoidable
incidental bycatch of shortbelly rockfish while allowing the remaining harvestable surplus of the
stock to be available as forage for species in the California Current ecosystem. Despite that, the
apparent increase in abundance and range expansion to northern waters has resulted in a large
bycatch of shortbelly rockfish in midwater trawl fisheries targeting Pacific whiting. The 500 mt
shortbelly rockfish ACL was exceeded by 8 mt (102 percent of the ACL) in 2018 and an estimated
154 mt in 2019 (131 percent of the ACL) (as of February 19, 2020).

The Council is therefore proposing an increase in the 2020 shortbelly rockfish ACL to avoid the
potential of early fishery closures if the ACL is again exceeded. The Council adopted the range
of alternatives described in Section 2.2 and a PPA for this proposed action at its September 2019
meeting in Boise, Idaho. The Council took final action at its November 2019 meeting in Costa
Mesa, California.

1.1 Purpose and Need

Purpose and Need for the Cowcod Action

The purpose of this action is to remove the ACT for cowcod in 2020 south of 40°10° N lat., given
the improved state of the cowcod stock, and to reduce the yield set-aside for cowcod mortality in
research activities, based on anticipated research impacts in 2020.

Action is needed to reduce the risk that vessels fishing south of 40°10° N lat. in the groundfish
trawl individual fishing quota (IFQ) program will reach their annual vessel limit for cowcod in
2020 and have to cease fishing in the trawl IFQ program for the remainder of the year, which
would result in severe adverse economic impacts for those vessels and the fishing communities in
the area.

Purpose and Need for the Shortbelly Rockfish Action

The purpose of this action is to review and adjust the ACL for shortbelly rockfish in 2020 to a
level that will accommodate incidental bycatch of this stock given recent high bycatch in
groundfish trawl fisheries, while continuing to minimize bycatch and discourage development of
a targeted fishery for shortbelly rockfish.

Action is needed to reduce the risk of closures or constraints in groundfish trawl fisheries due to
the possibility of high bycatch of shortbelly rockfish in 2020, and avoid the adverse economic
impacts to West Coast fishing communities that would result from such closures or constraints,
while continuing to protect the availability of shortbelly rockfish as important forage in the
California Current Ecosystem.
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1.2 History of this Action

Cowcod South of 40°10° N Iat.

Cowcod south of 40°10° N lat. have been managed conservatively under a rebuilding plan since
the stock was declared overfished in 2000. In 2001 cowcod became a prohibited species (i.e., no
allowable retention) and most of their habitat in the Southern California Bight (SCB) south of Pt.
Conception at 34°27° N lat. was closed to bottom fishing. Two Cowcod Conservation Areas
(CCAs) in the SCB, were selected due to their high density of cowcod. The larger of the two areas
(CCA West) is a 4,200 square mile area west of Santa Catalina and San Clemente Islands. A
smaller area (CCA East) is about 40 miles offshore of San Diego, and covers about 100 square
miles. Bottom fishing is prohibited deeper than 40 fathom (FM) within the CCAs.

The current cowcod rebuilding plan specifies a spawning potential ratio (SPR) harvest rate of
82.7%, which is used to set the ACL. A high ACT of 6 mt (deducted from the 10 mt ACL) was
specified to accommodate a higher research take anticipated in the CCAs when the NMFS Hook
and Line survey was allowed to fish sites within these areas. The GMT has since recommended
reducing or eliminating the ACT since cowcod catch is projected to be well within the ACL even
with a greater research take.

Annual vessel limits for cowcod and other trawl quota species are in place to minimize hoarding
of quota for any one species, especially a constraining stock such as cowcod south of 40°10° N lat.
These management measures have resulted in a successful rebuilding of cowcod. Dick and He
(2019) estimate the stock has attained a depletion of 57 percent of Bo (above the Bmsy management
target of 40 percent) at the start of 2019. The Council recommended to NMFS to declare the stock
rebuilt.

The default HCR for a stock transitioning from a rebuilding to a healthy status is to set the ACL
equal to the ABC under the current overfishing probability (P*) in regulations. However, such a
dramatic change in cowcod harvest specifications is not considered under this action which seeks
to eliminate the 2020 ACT already in regulations. The harvest specifications projected in the 2019
assessment will be considered by the Council and NMFS in a separate process for managing the
West Coast groundfish fishery in 2021 and beyond.

The Council received public comment in June 2019 from affected trawl fishery participants south
of 40°10° N lat. requesting relief from the very small annual vessel limits for cowcod. They
commented that cowcod have been increasingly hard to avoid in the last two years and some trawl
fishermen are approaching their annual vessel limit prematurely, which threatens their ability to
target healthy stocks such as chilipepper rockfish, thornyheads, and sablefish. The recent increase
in total mortalities of cowcod absent significant changes to management measures that would
affect cowcod bycatch bolsters the claim of cowcod being increasingly difficult to avoid (Table 1
and Figure 1). The GMT recommended the action to increase or eliminate the 2020 cowcod ACT,
with a possible adjustment to the 2020 cowcod set-aside, as a means to provide relief to affected
trawl fishery participants. This proposed action does not change the 2020 ACL for cowcod,
however, it does recommend eliminating the 2020 ACT and reducing the research set-aside to 1
mt or 50% of the set-aside under the No Action alternative.
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Figure 1. Estimated total mortality of cowcod south of 40°10° N lat. by commercial and recreational sectors
and through research activities. 2019 total mortality is uncertain and incomplete with commercial catches
estimated through December 5, 2019 and recreational catches through September 2019.

Shortbelly Rockfish

Shortbelly rockfish have never been targeted and are recognized as an important forage species in
the California Current ecosystem with the center of its population distribution historically on the
shelf/slope break off central California (Field, et al. 2008). The Council originally considered
designating shortbelly rockfish an EC species when FMP Amendment 23 was being considered
but ultimately decided to specify a low 50 mt ACL to accommodate unavoidable incidental
bycatch beginning in 2011. This ACL was considered a safe level of harvest that would not disrupt
groundfish fisheries while allowing the remaining harvestable surplus of the stock to be available
as forage. This low level of bycatch was considered safe given the observed mortalities at that
time; the 2002-2009 average coastwide annual total mortality was 14.4 mt (Table 2).

The ACL was raised to 500 mt in 2015 in anticipation of the re-emergence of the midwater trawl
rockfish fishery after widow and canary rockfish were declared rebuilt. Incidental bycatch
remained low until 2017 when it abruptly increased by an order of magnitude and has been
increasing since (Table 2; Figure 2). Most of this bycatch occurred in the Pacific whiting midwater
trawl fisheries north of 40°10” N lat. Total mortalities in 2018 groundfish fisheries have just been
reconciled by the West Coast Groundfish Observer Program (WCGOP). The 500 mt ACL was
exceeded by 8 mt in 2018 and by an estimated 154 mt in 2019 (catch data extracted on February
19, 2020).

The Council received public comment at their June 2019 meeting from representatives of the at-
sea whiting fishery asking for inseason relief given the high bycatch of shortbelly rockfish and an
increase in the 2020 shortbelly rockfish ACL to avoid exceeding the ACL again. The at-