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California fishermen fight to save the Dungeness crab fishery
after a three-year spike in whale entanglements

T

he future of California’s
iconic Dungeness crab fishery seemed uncertain after
a three-year spike in the
number of whales entangled in fishing
gear from 2015 to 2017. A warm-water
blob, domoic acid and a coinciding of
whale migrations and fishing caused
by the delayed start of the Dungeness
crab season spurred a record number of
whales and other marine animals to become twisted in crab gear.
Few fisheries were spared entanglement issues on the Pacific Coast, but
California Dungeness crab fishermen
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came under fire for their lines snaring
the largest number of whales. Negative
publicity, threats of a federal shutdown
and a lawsuit in federal court made
California crabbers fear the worst.
But with ocean conditions returning
in the direction of normal and state legislative effort looking to head off litigation, crab fishermen can breathe easier.
Still, there’s no returning to the way
things were.
A fisheries omnibus bill making its
way through the California Legislature,
(S.B. 1309) would give the director of
the Department of Fish and Wildlife

the ability to implement emergency
closures in the Dungeness crab fishery
when there’s a “significant risk” of entanglement in a specific area.
The new powers to close the fishery when there’s a threat to marine life
would only be effective until November 2020 when the legislation calls for
new regulations to be implemented
based on the proposals of the California
Dungeness Crab Fishing Gear Working Group — consisting of commercial
fishermen, state and federal biologists
and NGO representatives.
The director of Fish and Wildlife
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“People at the working group know
that whales and gear can co-occur,”
Oppenheim said. “This isn’t about
saying where whales are gear can’t be.
That’s absurd to think that’s a solution
to this problem.”
While biologists have sought to understand why the spike in entanglements has occurred, fishermen like
Dick Ogg, a member of the working
group and a fisherman from Bodega
Bay, have looked for ways stop negative
interactions by changing the gear they
set in the water.
“I think we are evaluating every option we can possibly put together: line
profile, buoy, length, the number of
buoys,” Ogg said.
A humpback whale entangled in fishing gear near Crescent City, Calif.
Ogg and others in the working group
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“We are working

so hard as a fishery.
Nobody wants to

”

entangle a whale.

— Dick Ogg,
CALIFORNIA DUNGENESS
CRABBER

alternatives are worse, said Oppenheim
and Ogg.
In October 2017 the Center for Biological Diversity filed suit against the
state of California in federal court,
arguing the Dungeness crab fishery is
in violation of the Endangered Species
Act because of increased whale entanglement.
A press release from the NGO to announce the legal action set in motion
a public relations battle with an attorney stating: “Dungeness crab dinners
shouldn’t come with a side of whale...
California officials can’t let this minefield of crab traps continue to slaughter
endangered whales and sea turtles.”
Oppenheim fears the suit might set
the groundwork for a federal takeover
of the state-managed fishery or would
establish a federally managed Take Reduction Team at the least.
After filing a motion to intervene,
the Pacific Coast Federation of Fishermen’s Associations and Institute for
Fisheries Resources have taken over

once at great odds are now finding
common ground for ways to keep the
fishery going and whales safe.
“To me, this the best way to go because fishermen are the best people to
identify long-term solutions,” Forney
said of the working group. Multi-stakeholder groups “are a slow process and
sometimes it feels like we go around in
spirals. But in the end it’s the best way
to fix problems.”
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have established best practices for setting gear in a way to mitigate entanglements. This means keeping gear tight
and only using the bare minimum in
scope. It also means using fewer buoys,
reducing the distance between the
main buoy and the trailer, and making
sure there’s no excess floating line on
the surface.
While the tight gear setup might reduce the number of fishing days with
gear going under water in high winds,
it’s a small price to pay by not going
afoul with whales and other marine life.
“We are working so hard as a fishery.
Nobody wants to entangle a whale, nobody,” Ogg said. “We are working so
hard to mitigate these issues.”
While the legislation pending in Sacramento doesn’t enshrine any of the
best practices being developed by Ogg
and other fishermen into law, it creates the pathway to do so in two years.
Having gear setups micromanaged by
government officials isn’t a satisfactory
solution for most fishermen. But some
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• Whale and crab gear distribution surveys: The Working Group has worked in part-

nership with the National Marine Sanctuaries, Point Blue Conservation Science,
NMFS, Oceana, and LightHawk to conduct a series of aerial and cruise vessel surveys to document the distribution of whales and crab fishing gear.
• Electronic reporting tool research: Fishing participants are working with CDFW

and TNC to conduct a series of pilot projects on different types of data loggers,
with a focus on solar loggers and TNC’s eCatch, to gain a more comprehensive understanding of fishing dynamics.

LOOKING AHEAD: CONTINUED COLLABORATION
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FOR MORE INFORMATION:
http://www.opc.ca.gov/whale-entanglement-working-group/
“I have been looking for a company that takes pride in their
product; one that designs and fabricates out of the box to
October 2017
make service and maintenance easier. MER Equipment has
the Western Towboat seal of approval.”
Powered by MER Equipment, Inc.
- Ed McEvoy (Port Engineer, Western Towboat)
1.800.777.0714 toll free • www.merequipment.com
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