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Small-boat fleets 
worry about gear 
conflicts between 
traditional longlines 
and blackcod pots.

SEASWAP, a collaborative research 
group, led the industry in collecting data 
on whale depredation, including this 
footage of a whale eating off a longline.

W hile serving as a 
deckhand on a long-
liner in the western 
Gulf of Alaska in 

2013, my boat couldn’t shake a pod of 
sperm whales who gobbled up most 
of our catch. After working 20 hours 
a day for a week in a blustery March, 
I owed the boat money. As we moved 
east toward West Yakutat over the 
course of the spring, sperm whales 
were an on-again, off-again prob-
lem. We worked longer and harder 
to catch the same amount of fish. But 
the main casualty in the game of cat 
and mouse between our boat and the 

agile behemoths was our shared tar-
get — blackcod.

A move to allow pots in the Gulf of 
Alaska fishery is in response to sperm 
whales, as well as orcas, increasingly 
eating fish from longlines. Negative 
interactions between longliners and 
whales in the Gulf of Alaska have 
steadily increased for decades. Dep-
redation — the act of whales eating 
from fishermen’s  
hooks — has 
caused fisher-
men much 
frustrat ion 
and has cost  

them a lot of time and money. The 
phenomenon isn’t exclusive to the 
Gulf of Alaska. From Norway to the 
South Pacific, the Falkland Islands to 
Chile, fishermen increasingly find 
themselves competing with whales in 
hook and line fisheries.

The North Pacific Fishery Man-
agement Council moved in April to 
allow the use of pots in the Gulf of 
Alaska to harvest blackcod. The deci-
sion comes after years of review and 
strong support from various fisher-
men and industry associations. The 
motion was not without contention, 
however, with the Sitka-based Alaska 

Longline Fishermen’s Association op-
posing the change in gear type, asserting 
that it would hurt fishermen with small 
boats that couldn’t carry the large pots, 
thereby creating a new gear conflict.

Blackcod pots are heavy and fished 
with heavier line. “In conflicts between 
pot and longline gear, the longline gear 
will lose,” says the association’s March 
newsletter. “The longline gear is not 
strong enough, nor are the hydraulics 
on most longline boats sufficient to haul 
tangled pot gear to the surface.”

While ALFA is one of few industry as-
sociations opposing the move to pots, it 
was one of the first to take action when 
depredation started to increase. ALFA 
help found SEASWAP, the Southeast 
Alaska Sperm Whale Avoidance Project, 
a collaborative research organization that 
has been at the forefront of collecting 
data on sperm whales and depredation. 
SEASWAP has used hydrophones, ge-
netic sampling and photo identification 
to better understand the phenomenon. 
They have also designed and tested de-
terrents, including decoys, buoys with 
playback devices, and bead gear designed 
to be acoustically confusing to whales.

But the association is up against the 
motion’s strong undertow. “I’m in fa-
vor of changing gear type,” said Justin 
Piecuch, captain of the Olympic, who 
has longlined since the 
early 1980s. “I don’t 
think the fishery can 
survive without that. 
Over the years I’ve 
noticed we have to 
run much more gear to 
catch our quota.”

While blackcod 
populations have 
trended down for most 
of the past decade, bi-
ologists with NOAA 
say declines are the 
result of low recruit-
ment — spawning — 
and not depredation 
or overfishing. In the 
most comprehensive 
report on depredation 

to date, a 2008 study published in Ma-
rine Mammal Science found that depreda-
tion was “statically insignificant” and 
declared the average depredation rate 
to be 3 percent and 12 percent when 
whales were present. But the data was 
collected from 1998 to 2004, and since 
that time fishermen’s anecdotal evidence 
shows an increase in depredation.

“I strongly disagree with that num-
ber,” Piecuch said with a laugh. “Some 
whales are more skilled than other 
whales — some of them are determined 
to get as many fish as they can.”

Piecuch went on to say that when 
whales are particularly bad they gobble 
up as much as 90 percent of his catch. 
Granted, whales aren’t always present, 
but when they are, they’re much worse 
than the estimates. A report prepared by 
the North Pacific council for the April 
meeting stated “[e]stimates are generally 
conservative because it is not possible to 
attribute an empty hook (bait removed 
or disintegrated) to depredation.” 

However, sperm whales have been 
known to pluck longlines by tugging 
on them with their jaws and releasing 
quickly, causing blackcod to fly off the 
hooks in the reverberation. In these 
cases, empty, undamaged hooks are all 
that’s left behind when a whale has sto-
len a snack, which can be difficult to 
document as depredation. The report 
prepared by the council also stated a 
reduction in depredation would make 
more biomass available for fishermen 
to harvest. Depredation of blackcod is 

currently not directly accounted for in 
stock assessments.

Longlining pots aren’t new to Pacific 
blackcod fisheries. They are currently 
used to harvest blackcod in California, 
Oregon, Washington, and the Bering Sea 
and Aleutian Island management areas. 
Advocates of pots claim that where pots 
are used there is significantly less bycatch 
than with hooks. Another benefit of us-
ing pots is a significant reduction in sea-
bird mortality, especially in regard to the 
endangered short-tailed albatross.

Longline pots were also used in the 
Gulf of Alaska until they were fully 
phased out 1989 because of gear con-
flicts with traditional hook and line fish-
ermen, an experience that gives some 
fishermen misgivings about incorporat-
ing them again.

For small-scale fish-
ermen, boats longlin-
ing pots can pose a 
bigger threat to their 
livelihoods than dep-
redating whales. As ex-
perienced in the 1980s, 
hook and line fisher-
men risk expensive 
gear loss when fishing 
the same area with the 
heavier pot gear. Pots 
lost on the ocean floor 
can also cause hang-
ups for hook and line 
fishermen for decades. 
Richard Curran, who 
owns the Cherokee,  
bluntly wrote in a let-
ter to the council, 

“In conflicts between 

pot and longline gear, 

the longline gear will 

lose. The hydraulics 

are not sufficient to 

haul tangled pot gear 

to the surface.”
— Alaska Longline  

Fishermen’s Association
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A council motion sets parameters for pots  
in the Gulf of Alaska longline blackcod fishery
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By Nick Rahaim
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“Pots and longline gear cannot coexist.”
The switch to pots also requires an in-

vestment of more than $100,000, a price 
tag often too steep for less capitalized 
fishermen. If smaller boats were to at-
tempt to put a near 30,000-pound load 
of 200 pots on their deck, they would 
become dangerously top heavy. With 
shipyards like Fred Wahl and Delta Ma-
rine turning out wide-bodied boats built 
to accommodate pots with price tags 
well over $3 million, dominant market 
forces have already moved to the idea 
that longlining pots is the future. 

In the motion to allow pots, the 
council tried to address the concerns 
of fishermen running small boats out 
of Sitka and other ports in Alaska. The 
Southeast and West Yakutat manage-
ment areas have a 120-pot limit. The 
limit is set to 300 pots in the Central 
and Western Gulf management areas. 
In Southeast pots cannot be left on fish-
ing grounds when making deliveries. In 
West Yakutat and the Central Gulf pots 
must be moved within five days, and 
within seven days in the Western Gulf.

The council also encouraged coop-

Commission must also approve the 
council’s motion because it also allows 
the retention of incidental halibut by-
catch if there is sufficient halibut IFQ 
on the boat, as is already the case when 
longlining blackcod with hooks. The 
commission said in a letter to the coun-
cil that it has not considered the reten-
tion of halibut bycatch from pots but 
would be open to a formal request to 
allow such retention for its next meet-
ing, in January 2016.

Fishermen could start longlining pots 
by the beginning in 2016 if the proper 
hoop-jumping and paperwork are ex-
pedited quickly. Delays could also push 
the implementation of longlined pots 

to avoid gear conflicts that pushed pot 
longlines out in the 1980s. 

Yet, there are more concerns. When 
fishermen move to longlining pots, 
whales who’ve grown accustomed to 
eating from hooks will find they have 
fewer options. It is likely that depreda-
tion will increase for those who contin-
ue to longline hooks. In a letter to the 
North Pacific council Lucas Skordahl of 
Sitka expressed a fear for his livelihood 
on his 32-foot Tyee, if pots were imple-
mented in Southeast. 

There are also sustainability issues 
with pots, said Linda Behnken, ALFA’s 
executive director. She said there is a 
high proportion on immature females 
in pots, further exacerbating the already 
low recruitment seen in Gulf of Alaska 
blackcod populations.

The motion by the council is not the 
final step in the implementation. The 
council must first submit the proposal 
to the secretary of Commerce for final 
approval, said Sam Cunningham, an 
economist with the council, a process 
that could take six months to a year.

The International Pacific Halibut 

erative development of electronic re-
porting protocol so hook and line fish-
ermen know where pot longlines are 
being fished. With proper communica-
tion and limiting the number of pots 
and the time pots can be left in the wa-
ter — especially in the narrow conti-
nental shelf outside of Sitka, the hope is 

c
h

er
y

l 
es

s

to 2017. If ALFA and other fishermen 
want to take further action to retain the 
status quo, they must turn their sights to 
Washington, D.C.

For most, the status quo is not ac-
ceptable. Depredation increases costs 
for fishermen and endangers both sperm 
whales from gear entanglement and 
blackcod from unrecorded mortality. 
Yet it is disheartening to see the small-
boat fishermen fearing a threat to their 
livelihoods in a gear shift that benefits 
bigger, better-capitalized operations.  

Nick Rahaim is a commercial fisherman and 
journalist. Check out his blog at outside-in.
org or follow him on Twitter @nrahaim.

Seward is one of the 
mainstay Gulf of Alaska 
ports for longliners 
landing blackcod.

The North Pacific council introduced new rules  
for setting blackcod pot gear in the Gulf of Alaska.
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A Japanese vessel documented 
the first instance of depreda-

tion off the coast of Alaska in 1978, 
but it began to skyrocket after the 
IFQ program was implemented in 
1994. The change in management 
extended the season’s duration 
from just a few weeks to nearly 
nine months, giving whales more 
time to learn it’s easier to eat from 
lines than it is to hunt on their own 
and a longer season on which to 
rely on the easy eating.

Biologists are fairly certain 
whales are learning the behavior 
socially. “They’ve learned a new 
trick in taking fish off longlines, 
and that knowledge spreads,” said 
Paul Wade, a research biologist 
with NOAA.

Sperm whales are listed as en-
dangered, yet NOAA has no es-
timates on their numbers in the 
North Pacific and are reluctant to 
speculate on whether their popula-
tions have been increasing over the 
decades. The increase in depreda-
tion also matches the international 
moratorium on whaling that was 
instated in the mid-1980s. While it 
would be heartening to see whale 
populations rebounding after more 
than a century and a half of being 
hunted to near extinction, the cor-
relation has yet to be substantiated. 

It could also be the case that 
whales are no longer seeing boats 
as a threat, but rather as the source 
of a meal. For sperm whales in 
the Gulf of Alaska, three hours 
of eating from fishermen’s lines is 
the equivalent caloric intake of 12 
hours of natural foraging, accord-
ing a 2012 study by SEASWAP a 
Sitka-based research collaborative. 
It seems laziness and opportunis-
tic behavior aren’t exclusively hu-
man traits. It makes caloric sense 
for a whale to swim two hours 
for an hour of feeding off fisher-
men’s hooks, according to the  
same study. —N.R.

Whales at the  
water cooler
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The switch to pots requires an investment of 

more than $100,000, a price tag often too steep 

for less capitalized fishermen.Western Regulatory Area
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