
When the Magnuson-Stevens Act passed in 1976, establishing the 200 mile exclusive 
economic zone and the regional fi shery management council system, the total do-
mestic groundfi sh catch in federal waters off  Alaska was around 2,000 mt.  Th rough 
a period of foreign joint venture fi sheries, and an ever increasing domestic harvest 
capacity, by 1990 foreign and joint venture harvest were completely phased out and 
the domestic harvest of groundfi sh by U.S. vessels in this region reached 2.4 million 
mt.  Th e vision created by the passage of the Magnuson-Stevens Act, guided by the 
‘fi sh-fi rst’, conservation oriented philosophy of the original North Pacifi c Council 
leadership, had been realized.

Along the way to full Americanization of these fi sheries, the Council enacted a num-
ber of singular fi shery management milestones which to this day frame an enduring, 
ecosystem-based fi sheries management approach.  Among the more signifi cant ac-
tions during this defi ning period were: development of the original fi shery manage-
ment plans for the Gulf of Alaska and the Bering Sea/Aleutian Islands; establishment 
of prohibited species (bycatch) limits for halibut, salmon, and crab; implementation 
of the fi rst domestic fi sheries observer program; establishment of numerous closure 
areas to protect crab, halibut, and marine mammals; defi ning initial options for lim-
ited entry for groundfi sh and catch share programs for halibut and sablefi sh fi sher-
ies (soon to be a comprehensive individual fi shing quota program); establishing the 
innovative and highly successful community development quota (CDQ) program for 
western Alaska communities; and, adoption of the 2 million mt overall OY cap for 
Bering Sea/Aleutian Islands groundfi sh catch.

During this period, and continuing throughout the 1990s and into the new mil-
lennium, one of the cornerstones of the Council’s management philosophy was the 
adherence to scientifi c advice, and the use of strict annual catch limits for all species 
– fi sheries in the North Pacifi c were subject to annual catch limits for 30 years prior 
to the 2006 Magnuson-Stevens Act reauthorization which required annual catch 
limits for all U.S. fi sheries.  From 1991 to present, annual groundfi sh catch limits in 
the federal waters off  Alaska, Bering Sea/Aleutian Islands and Gulf of Alaska com-
bined, have ranged between 2.5 and 3.5 million mt, refl ecting the very defi nition of 
sustainability.  Th is does not include the renowned fi sheries for crab and halibut, or 
the vast State-managed salmon fi sheries occurring primarily within State waters.  
Collectively, these fi sheries represent half of the total United States seafood harvest 
each year, with a value of over $1 billion annually.  
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Th e ability of fi sheries managers to realize these levels of sustainable harvest de-
pend not only upon the naturally rich ecosystem of the North Pacifi c, but also upon 
consistent and reliable stock assessments, highly evolved in-season monitoring and 
accounting programs, and an attitude of long-term sustainability from the fi shermen 
themselves.  As the stage was set in the early 1990’s with full Americanization of the 
fi sheries, the Council began to focus its attention on unique, and oft en innovative, 
management programs designed to enhance the economic value of the fi sheries, 
settle various allocation issues among gear types and user groups, and begin to in-
corporate a more explicit ecosystem-based management approach.  Key among these 
approaches was the implementation of various forms of ‘rationalization’, including 
limited entry (license limitation), fi shery cooperatives, sector allocations, individual 
fi shing quotas, and other forms of ‘catch share’ programs, all developed with a keen 
eye towards the preservation and enhancement of fi shery dependent coastal com-
munities.

None of these management programs would be possible without the real-time, in-
season management and accounting programs in place in the North Pacifi c.  One 
of the cornerstones of this management program is the comprehensive groundfi sh 
observer program – this program, largely paid for by the North Pacifi c fi shing and 
processing industry at a cost of close to $20 million annually, places over 500 observ-
ers on fi shing vessels and in processing plants each year, for a total of over 40,000 

observer days annually.  A recent restructuring of that 
program will allow for more fl exible observer placement, 
and will incorporate electronic monitoring options 
(such as onboard camera systems) for use in certain 
monitoring applications, including the small vessel fl eet.  

Th e North Pacifi c Council continues to develop adaptive 
management strategies in an increasingly complex and 
challenging regulatory environment, with all Council 
actions subject to analysis and review under a multitude 
of applicable laws (including the Magnuson-Stevens 
Act and the 10 National Standards; the National Envi-
ronmental Policy Act, the Endangered Species Act, the 
Regulatory Flexibility Act, Executive Order 12866, and 

several other Acts, Executive Orders, and Policy Direc-
tives).  Streamlining the regulatory process, and recon-
ciling the various Acts and Statutes aff ecting fi sheries 
management plans and regulations, will be critical to our 
continued ability to develop timely fi sheries manage-
ment actions and respond to changing conditions in our 
oceans and in our fi sheries.
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