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June 12, 2010

Mr. David Ortmann, Chair

Pacific Fishery Management Council
7700 NE Ambassador Place, Suite 101
Portland, OR 97220-1384

RE: Agenda Item B.3: Tentative Adoption of Harvest Specifications, Rebuilding Plan Revisions,
and Management Measures for 2011-2012 Fisheries

Dear Chairman Ortmann and Council Members,

Shortbelly rockfish (Sebastes jordani) are a critically important forage species in the California Current
ecosystem, as prey for many species including for Chinook salmon. It has come to our attention that the
management of shortbelly rockfish, however, does not recognize and account for the important ecosystem
services they provide. We are writing to urge the Council to prohibit a directed fishery and prevent any
increases in bycatch of this species unless and until a full ecosystem analysis can be completed through
the Ecosystem Fishery Management Plan, and it can be demonstrated that current allowable catch levels
are not impacting ecosystem health and the services shortbelly rockfish provide. Such an action would
build on and have a similar scientific and management rationale to the Council’s precautionary precedent-
setting action to protect krill from directed harvest.

Shortbelly rockfish have been recognized for decades as a primary prey item for marine mammals,
seabirds, Chinook salmon, and other commercially important fishes (Markel 1957, Chess 1988, Lowry
and Carretta 1999, Sydeman et al. 2001; Field et al. 2007; Roth et al. 2008). Yet its importance as forage
is not currently taken into account in the setting of Optimum Yield (OY). Shortbelly rockfish are
currently designated as a Category 2 species in the Groundfish FMP and the 2010 OY and ABC were set
at 6,950 metric tons." While there is no directed fishery for shortbelly rockfish, there is a potential for one
to evolve in the future (Love et al. 2002).

Shortbelly have been the most abundant juvenile rockfish on the West Coast for several decades, though
have been declining in recent years (see Attachment). Merkel (1957) reported that juvenile shortbelly
rockfish were an important prey for Chinook salmon along the central California coast in late spring and
summer, accounting for more than 60% of their prey identified to the species level. What is more,
juvenile rockfishes and northern anchovy are the two most important prey items for Chinook salmon in
the San Francisco Bay region (Healey 1991). For many breeding California seabirds, as much as 90% of
their diet is composed of pelagic stages of juvenile (age 0) rockfish during the late spring and early
summer breeding seasons, and unexploited species (such as shortbelly) generally account for more than
two thirds of the juvenile rockfish identified (Ainley et al. 1993; Sydeman et al. 2001; Miller and
Sydeman 2004). Shortbelly rockfish are described as important prey to thresher sharks (Preti 2004),
longnose skate (Robinson et al. in press), and jumbo squid (Field et al. in review), among others. They
are also eaten by other rockfish species, including boccacio and chilipeppers (Love 1996). Furthermore, a
forthcoming analysis (Field et al., in press) confirms a significant relationship between juvenile rockfish
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abundance (particularly shortbelly rockfish) and seabird breeding productivity. Consequently, shortbelly
rockfish are an important forage species to a wide range of predators throughout the California Current
ecosystem, and generally have a trophic position and life history traits more similar to forage fishes than
most other Sebastes.

In recent years (from 2007-2010), the OY has been set equal to the ABC, which does not account its
value as a forage species. The ABC (and OY) was lowered (from 13,900 mt to 6,950 mt) in 2009 based
on a new stock assessment showing a declining stock (PFMC 2009). In terms of catch and bycatch, based
on total mortality reports from the West Coast Groundfish Observer Program (2005-2008), the mortality
ranged from 1-12 mt per year, almost all discarded (Hastie and Bellman 2006, 2007; Bellman et al. 2008,
2009). Therefore, less than 1% of the OFL is currently being taken,

Given the documented importance of shortbeily rockfish as a forage species, our limited understanding of
this species, and lack of a directed fishery, we propose the Council “freeze the catch” of this species,
which would both prevent a directed fishery and ensure the bycatch of this species does not increase. We
recommend the Council do this by setting the 2011-2012 ACLs less than or equal to the maximum catch
of this species over the last 5 years, and maintaining this ACL unless and until a comprehensive analysis
of the ecosystem services rendered by shortbelly rockfish that could inform the ACL is completed within
the Ecosystem FMP process.

Such a proactive measure by the Council, while having little to no economic impact on existing fisheries,
would be a great continued step toward meeting NMFS® stated intents for the Councils to incorporate
ecosystem considerations and maintain adequate forage for all components of the ecosystem, as indicated
in the NS1 Final Rule®. In particular, it could help ensure adequate forage for Sacramento River Chinook
salmon, which have historically relied heavily on shortbelly rockfish as forage (Merkel 1957; Healey
1991). We urge the Council to use the 2011-2012 biennial specifications process as an opportunity to
take a bold step toward ecosystem-based management by recognizing the importance of shortbelly
rockfish as a forage species in the California Current.

Thank you for considering these comments.

Sincerely,

Geoffrey G. Shester, Ph.D.
California Program Director

Attachments

274 FR 11 at 3207 and 3185 (January 16, 2009).
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Attachments:

Figure 1: Standardized relative abundance (in log scale) of the ten most frequently encountered
species of juvenile rockfish (Sebastes) from the juvenile rockfish survey, 1983-2007. From
Field, JC, MacCall, A.D., Bradley, R.W., and Sydeman, W.J. 2010. Estimating the impacts of
fishing on dependent predators: a case study in the California Current. Ecological Applications

(in press).
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Figure 2. Proportion of juvenile shortbelly rockfish in the diets of Common Murres
(1975-2004) and Rhinoceros Auklets (1987-2004) on the Southeast Farrallon Islands,

data courtesy of Point Reyes Bird Observatory. The R2 for the proportion of shortbelly
rockfish (following treatment by binomial GLM) among the two time series is 0.70. From
NOAA Tech Memo: NOAA-TM-NMFS-SWFSC-405. April 2007.
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