
“GREEN SHEET” 
Meeting dates: 
 

September 11-12, 2009 

Agenda item #14 : 
 

Coastal Groundfish Fisheries and Status of Key Stocks - Briefing 

Staff Contact: 
 

Michele Culver, Region 6 Director  
 

Presenter(s):  
 

Phil Anderson, Interim Director 

 
Background:  Coastal groundfish are managed by the Pacific Fishery Management Council 
(PFMC), which is one of the eight regional fishery management councils established by the 
Magnuson-Stevens Fishery Conservation and Management Act.  Regional Councils manage 
through development of Fishery Management Plans and provide recommendations to the 
Secretary of Commerce and the National Marine Fisheries Service relative to the annual catch 
limits (or quotas) for the stocks managed under the plans and regulations to ensure those 
annual catch limits are not exceeded.   
 
PFMC has a Fishery Management Plan for groundfish that covers over 90 species, including all 
species of rockfish, and excluding Pacific halibut.  Of those, approximately 30 of them have 
been formally assessed.  Of those assessed stocks, seven of them have been determined to 
be overfished—that is, there is less than 25% of the unfished biomass remaining.  Of the seven 
species, five of them affect fisheries of Washington—canary, darkblotched, Pacific ocean 
perch, widow, and yelloweye.  The other two species—bocaccio and cowcod rockfish—only 
affect the fisheries of California.  PFMC has adopted rebuilding plans for these stocks and 
assesses the status of these stocks in each cycle to determine the progress made toward 
rebuilding.  A stock is deemed to be rebuilt once its unfished biomass recovers from the less 
than 25% up to 40%.  
 
Rockfish are common throughout coastal waters, but they are challenging to manage and are 
susceptible to overfishing due to their long life spans, infrequent reproductive success, and 
specific habitat requirements. Black rockfish, which is the backbone of our coastal recreational 
fishery, is in a healthy condition.  Lingcod, a groundfish species that is important to both 
commercial and recreational fisheries, is also considered to be healthy in coastal waters. 
 
PFMC has a biennial management cycle for groundfish whereby stock assessments are 
performed during odd-numbered years to inform management for the next two-year cycle.  For 
example, assessments developed in 2009 would inform harvest specifications and 
management measures for the 2011-12 timeframe.  The annual catch limits and regulations 
are developed over the course of eight months and three Council meetings (November 2009; 
April 2010; and final action occurring in June 2010). 
 
Groundfish are harvested in many different fisheries, including tribal, and non-tribal commercial 
and recreational fisheries.  Gear types targeting groundfish include bottom trawl, midwater 
trawl, bottom longline, pot, and hook-and-line. 
 
Beginning in 2003, PFMC adopted Rockfish Conservation Areas (RCAs), which are gear-
specific area closures (i.e., depth restrictions) for the protection for one or more of these 
overfished species.  These closures are in place for trawl, non-trawl, and recreational fisheries, 
and are subject to modification during the fishing season as catch data becomes available.  
Some form of an RCA is in place for all commercial fisheries throughout the year, and voluntary 
RCAs are also in place for some non-groundfish fisheries that incidentally catch rockfish. 



 
In addition to the RCAs, in 2006, PFMC adopted area closures for the protection of groundfish 
Essential Fish Habitat.  These are gear-specific permanent closures to protect bottom habitat, 
primarily deep sea corals and sponges. 
 
In June 2009, PFMC adopted a Trawl Rationalization program for the trawl fishery.  This is a 
very complex individual quota program which promotes conservation of groundfish resources 
and associated bycatch of non-groundfish species (e.g., Pacific halibut) and holds individual 
fishermen accountable for their catch.  For the bottom trawl fishery targeting groundfish other 
than Pacific whiting, quotas are assigned to permit holders and additional quota can be 
purchased or leased.  For the midwater trawl fishery targeting Pacific whiting, individual quotas 
are assigned to both harvesters (80%) and shoreside processors (20%).  In all cases, 
individual fishermen are held accountable for those species-specific quotas; if quotas are 
exceeded, a fisherman must purchase additional quota to cover his overage before he is 
allowed to resume fishing.  The program includes an at-sea observer program at a coverage 
level of 100% (currently, the federal observer program has about 20% coverage of the trawl 
fishery). 
 
Staff will provide the Commission with an overview of coastal groundfish management and 
Washington groundfish fisheries, and provide information relative to the status of key 
groundfish stocks important to our fisheries. 
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