ALASKA STATE LEG SLATURE
HOUSE SPECI AL COW TTEE ON FI SHERI ES
February 21, 2013
10: 02 a. m

VEMBERS PRESENT

Representati ve Paul Seaton, Chair
Representative Eric Feige
Representative Lynn Gattis
Representative Kurt O son

Represent ati ve Jonat han Krei ss- Tonki ns

VEMBERS ABSENT

Representati ve Bob Herron
Representative Craig Johnson

COW TTEE CALENDAR
OVERVI EW  SEA OTTER SCI ENCE
- HEARD
HOUSE BI LL NO 110
“"An Act prohibiting the wuse of barbed hooks in certain
freshwater areas."
- HEARD & HELD
PREVI QUS COMM TTEE ACTI ON
BILL: HB 110

SHORT TI TLE: BARBED HOOKS
SPONSOR(s): REPRESENTATI VE(s) SEATON

02/ 11/ 13 (H) READ THE FIRST TIME - REFERRALS
02/ 11/ 13 (H) FSH, RES
02/ 21/ 13 (H FSH AT 10: 00 AM CAPI TOL 120

W TNESS REG STER

VERENA A. G LL, WIdlife Biologist

O fice of Mari ne Mammal s Managenent

U S Fish and Wlidlife Service (USFW5)
Anchor age, Al aska

HOUSE FSH COW TTEE -1- February 21, 2013



PCSI TI ON  STATEMENT: Co-presented the Sea Oter Science
overvi ew.

DR. JI M ESTES PhD, Professor

Department of Ecol ogy and Evol uti onary Bi ol ogy

University of California

Santa Cruz, California

POSI TI ON  STATEMENT: Co-presented the Sea Oter Science
overvi ew.

DR. G NNY ECKERT PhD, Associ ate Professor of Fisheries

School of Fisheries and Ccean Sci ences

Uni versity of Al aska Fairbanks

Juneau, Al aska

POSI TI ON  STATEMENT: Co-presented the Sea Oter Science
OVervi ew.

DOUG DUNCAN, St af f

Representati ve Paul Seaton

Al aska State Legislature

Juneau, Al aska

POSI TI ON  STATEMENT: I ntroduced HB 110, on behal f of
Represent ati ve Seaton, sponsor.

ACTI ON NARRATI VE

10: 02: 01 AM

CHAIR PAUL SEATON called the House Special Conmittee on
Fi sheries neeting to order at 10:02 a.m Present at the call to
or der wer e Represent ati ves Seat on, Fei ge, and a son;
Representatives Kreiss-Tonkins and Gattis arrived as the neeting
was i n progress.

Overview. Sea Oter Science

10: 02: 20 AM

CHAI R SEATON announced that the first order of business would be
an overview on sea otter science.

10: 03: 47 AM

VERENA A, G LL, WIdlife Biologist, US Fish and Wldlife
Service (USFW5), referred to the commttee handout titled "Sea
otters in southeast Alaska; their current population status &
causes of nortality,” and said there are three popul ati on stocks
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of northern sea otters in Alaska, which are: sout hwest st ock,
listed as threatened under the federal Endangered Species Act
(ESA), 1973; southcentral stock; and the southeast stock.
Al though only the southwest stock is listed under the ESA, all
three stocks are protected wunder the US.  Mirine Mnmal
Protection Act (MWA), 1972. The presentation focuses on the
sout heast colony trends, which range from Yakutat south to the
Canadi an border. The sout heast stocks were entirely extirpated
in 1911, by the fur trade, and in the late 1960s the Al aska
Department of Fish & Gane (ADF&5 translocated 400 sea otter
from the southwest and southcentral stocks, to re-establish
sout heast col oni es. She reported that in 2010 and 2012 a
conprehensi ve, abundance aerial survey was conducted of the
sout hern stock. An estimate of the stock was established
through a systematic approach: transects were flown, actual
animals were counted, and adjustnents were made for aninmals not
si ght ed. A conprehensive survey, conducted in 2003, indicated
about 10,000 otters, and the 2012 survey estinated about 25, 000.
The annual increase in popul ation, based on these nunbers, is
estimated at about 12-14 percent. In dacier Bay National Park
the growmh has been about 20 percent, and renoving that figure
from the equation adjusts the population growh to about 4
percent in northern southeast areas; indicating a w de range of
vari ance by area. The population growh rate is in synch wth
what woul d be expected of stocks expanding into new range areas.
She directed attention to the handout page titled "Latest SE
stock assessnent (2013)," to point out area counts of the
sout heast sea otter popul ations. QOter territory expansion in
Sout heast, save dacier Bay, has primarily been in southern
areas particularly Prince of Wales Island (PW) and Kuiu Island

where the translocation areas were centered in 1968. The
potential biological renoval (PBR) of sea otters from the
sout heast Al aska stock is estimted at 2,180. She expl ai ned

that the PBR is the maxi mnum nunber of animals, not including
natural nortalities, which may be renmoved from a marine mamal
stock while allowng that stock to reach or maintain its optinal
sust ai nabl e popul ati on based on a specific equation. However,
because dacier Bay is not available for hunting of otter,
adjustnents in the total equation need to be allowed. The total
25,000 population is not available for hunting as 8,500 otters
are |located wthin the protected boundaries of the park.

Mortality anmong the otters include: fishery bycatch, natural
di sease, Native harvest, and predation. The nost significant
nunbers of Native taken otters has occurred in Sitka, and the
total for all of southeast is 842. She enphasized the

i nportance for a balanced area harvest versus reducing the stock
in one area by the PBR nunber, which could result in a |ocal
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depl eti on. A health and disease program is operated by USFWS,
whi ch receives and processes about 80 otter carcasses annually

from across the state. The average nunber received from
southeast is only about seven. Necropsy and live captured
animals are screened for a variety of conditions, which include:
zoonosi s, virus, fungal presence, and bio toxins. Specific

studies include paralytic shellfish poisoning (PSP), and a live
screening in Kake indicated that 30 of the 31 animals sanpled

had significant |levels of PSP present. What the otters eat is
al so part of the human diet, which nmeans they are a good "canary
in the mne" indicator. She reported that only 50 otter

carcasses have been recovered in southeast Alaska since 2006,
with the nmgjority being turned in by park rangers patrolling
A aci er Bay. The nunber one cause of death is trauma comonly
caused by being struck by boats and gunshot wounds from not

reported hunting incidents. However, she said the southeast
otter population is disease free and healthy outside of the PSP
reports. An i Phone application is available to provide anyone

| ocating a dead marine mammal i medi ate reporting access to the
appropriate USFW5 authority, as the carcass surveys are val uable
i ndi cators of healthy eco systens.

10: 15: 09 AM

DR JIM ESTES PhD, Professor, Departnent of Ecology and
Evol uti onary Bi ol ogy, University of California, said the
guestion being addressed today is: what are the effects of sea
otters on kelp forest ecosystens. Oters have recovered from
the depleted state, caused by the fur trade industry. The

depl etion and rebound has provided an opportunity to understand
the inpacts of otters on coastal kelp systens: otters eat sea
urchins, urchins eat kelp, coastal fish live in kelp beds, and
carbon dioxide (CO2), an inportant elenent of a healthy eco

system is affected. He reported that the study has been
conducted in three areas: the Al eutian archipelago, Southeast
Al aska, and Vancouver | sl and. The approach is to study the

areas where otter are present, where otter are not present, and
nmonitor the areas through fluctuations of the otter colonies.
The otter study has been ongoing for 40 years. OQter have a
direct effect on their prey populations and can deplete sea
urchin beds, which in turn affects the trophic cascade all ow ng
an abundance of kelp grow h. Where the kelp is abundant,
nmussels flourish at a rate double that of the areas where otter
are absent and kelp forests are mnimal due to urchin grazing.
Fi sh abundance has an eight fold increase around otter colonies
due to the kelp forest growh. Finally, science has been
applied to wunderstand the role kelp plays as a factor 1in
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sequestering CO2 in the eco system and to determ ne the carbon
dynami cs. The answer can be found by conparing coasta
scenarios wth and without sea otters at ecologically effective
densities, and estimating the kelp bionass. Fi ndi ngs show t hat
if otters were preval ent throughout Al aska and British Col unbia,
resulting in an overall increased growh of kelp, CO2 would be
reduced significantly and the value in the world narket as based
on the European value for carbon credits would be approximtely

$300-$600 mllion. He said further analysis for long term
annual effects of Kkelp sequestering CO2 indicates a value
anywhere from$9 mllion to $1.5 billion. In conclusion he said
that otters have major effects on eco systens including: a

strong direct negative effect on kelp forest invertebrates
(shellfish); direct negative effect on invertebrates which
results in a strong indirect positive effect on kel p abundance
and distribution; flourishing kelp forests have a nyriad of
effects on other species and ecol ogi cal processes; and sea otter
managenment should weigh the cost and benefits of all these
effects.

10: 23: 36 AM

DR. G NNY ECKERT PhD, Associate Professor of Fisheries, Schoo
of Fisheries and Ocean Sciences, University of Al aska Fairbanks,
said the study of sea otter population recovery and conflicts
with shellfish users in Southeast Alaska, is focused on the
southern area; primarily Prince of Wales Island (PW) as it is
central to the two sites where the otter were translocated in
1968. The two popul ati ons have grown together as their nunbers
increased. The original 106 otters released were at a count of
2,167 in 1988, and increased by 6.6 percent annually for a 2003
count of 5,845, and in 2010 a count of 13,000 was reported
representing an annual increase of 12 percent and nerging the
two popul ations. To determne the inpacts of the sea otter,
data is gathered on a space and tinme neasure: otter occupy an
identified space for a specific time to equal what effect.
Al though sea otter affect four comercial shellfish harvests,
the red sea urchin and geoduck clam are not considered in this
report. The study seeks to quantify otter effects on fisheries
for Dungeness crab, and California sea cucunber. Consi deri ng
the commercial Dungeness crab fishery has been difficult due to
lack of data as the state does not conduct crab population
surveys. Thus, the information for the study is based on the
collapse of the wviability of the fishery. She directed
attention to the commttee handout page titled "Dungeness crab
i mpacts,” to explain the color coded fluctuations of the fishery
in conjunction with the presence of otter. She reported that
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otter have an evident influence on the crab fishery, but | acking
data it is not possible to quantify the effect. The sea
cucunber inpacts can be quantified as the harvest is nonitored
by ADF&G and provides specific data for analysis to conpare with
the arrival of the sea otter. \Were otter colonies have existed
since 1994 to present, the sea cucunber popul ations have been

depl et ed. The decline rate has been tracked at a rate of 26
percent, within two years of otter arrival. However, data al so
indicate that sea cucunber populations decline wthout the
presence of otter, due to the inpact of the fishery. The
fishery could be sustainably managed w thout the presence of a
maj or predator such as the sea otter. The study of otter
activity is ongoing, and she provided information regarding the
foraging data being collected. The otter conveniently bring
everything to the surface for ingestion, allow ng visual surveys
to be conducted using shore based, manned tel escopes. For the

past three summers, the surveyors have nade over 6,000
observations, gathering data on the otter diet, which includes a
variety of sea life. Al though initial colonization results in
certain species being consuned at a higher rate, it has been
concluded that, even in areas where the otter have resided for a
| engthy period, no species is eradicated but its consunption
rate is reduced. She pointed out that the sea cucunber has
experienced 100 percent declines, due to otter predation, but
cucunber is never nore than five percent of the overall diet.
Oter have not been observed eating abalone, but recently red

king crab have made an appearance. Non- conmmerci al Iy inportant
species have also been noted but not analyzed, which include
clans, an inportant subsistence food. She finished, stating
that nore information 1is needed to establish rmanagenent
concl usi ons, such as: the role otter play in kelp forest

ecosystens and the positive fishery inpacts for herring,
rockfi sh and sal non; positive effects on tourism do areas exist
that are not suitable otter habitat and where m ght the col onies
expand into; survey of standing stock biomass of Dungeness crab
in the study region; and the response of fisheries to otter
presence.

10: 34: 35 AM

REPRESENTATI VE FEI GE asked about the sea otter as an endangered
speci es.

MS. G LL ascertained that in Southeast Al aska, sea otter are not

listed as endangered, but are governed under the U S Marine
Manmal Protection Act.
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10: 35: 36 AM

CHAI R SEATON referred to the handout page titled, "Locations of
reported subsistence harvest of sea otters from SE AK, last 5
yrs.," and asked whether the harvest nunbers relate to otter
popul ation density/availability or the presence/locale of human
popul ati ons.

M5. GLL responded that the nunber reflects where human
popul ati ons and cul tural uses exist.

CHAI R SEATON said it would be hel pful, when considering |oca
depletions, to conpare the harvest area data as relatable to
human popul ation density. He then asked for what purpose the
subsi stence harvest is used.

M5. G LL answered that otter are predom nately taken for use of
their pelts in production of cultural artifacts, and the nmeat is
sonetines eaten but nore often used for dog food. She pointed
out that the pelts can be traded by Native to Native but if it
is to be sold or traded to a non-Native, it nust be
significantly altered into a cultural artifact.

CHAI R SEATON referred to the handout page titled "Kelp forest
fish abundance,” and asked how the <catch effort data was
col | ect ed.

DR. ESTES said the fishing effort was conducted for survey
pur poses using specific nets for the assessnent, and pointed out
that the data was collected from the A eutian Islands and the
kelp forest fish that inhabit that area.

HB 110- BARBED HOCKS

10:40: 23 AM

CHAI R SEATON announced that the final order of business would be
HOUSE BILL NO 110, "An Act prohibiting the use of barbed hooks
in certain freshwater areas."

10: 40: 56 AM

DOUG DUNCAN, Staff, Representative Paul Seaton, Alaska State
Legi slature, introduced HB 110, paraphrasing from the sponsor
statenment, which read [original punctuation provided]:
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Recently, many runs of Chinook sal non have experienced
poor returns. Fishery Disaster Declarations have been
made for the Yukon, Kuskokwim and Cook Inlet regions.
People who depend on these king salnon for their
econom c, recreational, and cultural livelihood are
experiencing great hardship due to this | ow abundance.

Sustainability is critically inportant and neasures
shoul d be adopted that help protect Chinook sal non and

simlar vulnerable species while still rmaintaining
fishing opportunities. One of the best ways to do
this is to wutilize fishing gear that reduces the
nortality to species of concern while still allow ng

the utilization of healthy stocks.

The use of barbless hooks is proven to reduce the
nortality of released fish. Studies by the Pacific
Sal non Conmi ssion Technical Committee concluded that
barbl ess hook usage reduced nortality by 3.5% in
mature fish. A barbless hook is faster to renove and
results in less traunma to the fish. This reduces
handling and increases the chance a fish will survive
to reproduce.

Some fly fishernmen currently file the barbs off their
hooks to allow a less danmamging release of fish.
Addi tionally, Washington and Oregon prohibit the use
of barbed hooks while Chinook fishing because wld
stock fish nust be released while hatchery fish can be
ret ai ned.

HB 110 would prohibit the use of barbed hooks for
freshwat er stocks  of fish where retention is
prohibited, that is in a catch and rel ease fishery.

MR. DUNCAN enphasi zed that stocks can be protected through |ess
nortality due to the barbless hook with |less handling and hook
damage.

CHAI R SEATON pointed out the different approach that HB 110
takes versus the |aws adopted by Washington State and O egon,
where wld stocks are required to be released and hatchery fish
may be retained, and the nortality rate was studied to ensure
that the program was having the intended effect. The Al askan
studies indicate that catch and release nortality for Chinook is
about eight percent; reducing this nunber to three or four
percent would be significant. The intent of HB 110 is to reduce
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catch and release nortality in Alaska's existing catch and
rel ease fisheries, without creating new regul atory areas.

10: 45: 20 AM

REPRESENTATI VE GATTIS questioned whether there would be an
i npact on safety enforcement officers, and how it relates to the
fiscal note.

CHAI R SEATON announced that HB 110 would be held for further
consideration at the conmttee neeting schedul ed for 2/26/12.

ADJ OQURNNMENT
There being no further business before the commttee, the House

Special Conmittee on Fisheries neeting was adjourned at 10:45
a. m
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