
Congressional Hearing Calls Into Question Endangered Species Act Fisheries Science

Seattle hearing follows closure of Alaska fishery at a cost of $60 million and 750 jobs.

Seattle, WA - During a Congressional hearing defined by contentious testimony over Steller Sea Lions in Alaska - an issue that has simmered for more than a decade - scientists, seafood industry representatives and environmental groups squared off today to challenge the basic science and political motives of the National Marine Fisheries Service (“NMFS”) and their recent decision to shut down several Alaska fisheries, eliminating as many as 750 jobs in Washington State and Alaska.

The low point for NMFS and __________ Eric Schwab probably came when it was revealed that one branch of his agency has denied another branch of the same agency the permits necessary to study Steller Sea Lions in the area that has been closed.

“We helped secure funding for NMFS to conduct some important research,” explained Todd Loomis, testifying for Cascade Fishing, a major seafood harvesting company that works in the affected area. “The National Marine Fisheries Service would not issue a permit to itself to do the work.”

“Doesn’t that sound like great government?” responded Congressman Young. “The idea that they couldn’t issue a permit to themselves to do a study to decide if they were going to shut down entire fisheries?”

This exchange is but an illustration of a much more complex, and perhaps watershed debate about the development of impartial science in a political environment, and a recent NMFS shift away from collaborative efforts with stakeholders to harsher “top down” mandates that often impact large regional economies.

Recently, Washington State and Alaska combined resources to conduct an independent peer review of the Steller Sea Lion “Biological Opinion” that was the basis for the fisheries closures. Several scientists from that panel criticized the “BiOp” as it is called for four basic reasons:

1. The peer review team concluded that the NMFS locked onto a single theory early in the process, and that by rejecting alternative theories they embarked on a path to prove their preferred theory, and
2. That the conclusions published as the basis for the fisheries closures was not supported by the science that was quoted in the same document.
Gunnar Knapp, a respected fisheries economist from Alaska and member of the independent peer review team testified that “Good science actively seeks (peer) review, by the NMFS BiOp was done in a manner that avoided review”.

Concern about the pact of Steller Sea Lion recovery in the Aleutian Islands is not new. Ten years ago these same issues were addressed by the NMFS, but at that time the agency actively engaged outside scientists, environmental organizations  and the fishermen, processors and coastal communities that rely on these fisheries. 

According to several testifiers at this hearing, this time it was different. “I’ve been down this road twice before,” said Larry Cotter, Chair of the Steller Sea Lion Mitigation Committee. “In 2001, cooperation and collaboration were the key to success. This was one of the highlights of fisheries management in the North Pacific. Everyone participated, including the agency (NMFS). We all worked together and got it done. “

“Somehow the world changed between then and 2006, and then it simply deteriorated continuously. There was not a single moment of this entire process where any action by NMFS resembled the development of an unbiased, scientific evaluation of Steller Sea Lions and issues they face regarding recovery. The agency was simply on a mission, and they still are.”

The Steller Sea Lion population exceeds 73,000 animals, and even in the affected area there are currently more than 55,000 animals. 
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