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Good morning Mr. Chairman and Members of the Committee. Thank you for the opportunity to testify today. My name is Julianne Curry and I am the Executive Director of the United Fishermen of Alaska. UFA is the largest fishing industry trade association in Alaska, representing 36 Member organizations and over 450 individual members and seafood industry support businesses from around the State. Our membership is very diverse in terms of the gear types we use, the species we target, and the areas in Alaska that we fish. But we are united in our commitment to sustainable fisheries and protecting fishing-dependent coastal communities. Based on that commitment, we are honored to provide you with comments on Magnuson-Stevens Act (MSA) reauthorization. 

We appreciate the deliberative approach you have taken in moving forward with this important reauthorization. As a national Act, we feel it is appropriate to seek input from stakeholders across the nation and to gather adequate facts before taking action that could have repercussions for years to come. 

By working with colleagues from the around the Nation to sponsor regionally-focused hearings and listening sessions, this approach reflects the fact that while fishermen and fishing communities across the Nation are all impacted by  MSA, they are all impacted differently. Understanding those regional and fleet-specific differences is crucial in moving forward and we thank you once again for this approach. 

Alaska has long been a leader in promoting sustainable fisheries. You could say our state was founded on this premise. Sustainable fisheries management was mandated back in 1959 when it was written into our State Constitution. Alaska’s leadership continued into the 1970’s when Senator Stevens and Senator Magnuson of Washington led the charge to extend US jurisdiction out to 200 miles and created the Regional Fishery Management Councils that manage our Federal fisheries to this day. At that time foreign fleets, fishing in what is now the Exclusive Economic Zone, were enjoying a free-for-all at the expense of US citizens. With the passage of  MSA in 1976 this changed. Taking a cue from Alaska, the US entered a new phase of fisheries management and began developing a domestic fleet to harvest our resources for the benefit of all Americans.

Subsequent reauthorizations of the Act have further refined our understanding of how best to manage fisheries resources in Federal waters. These reauthorizations reflect much of what we in the North Pacific have been doing for years: 

· Scientifically-informed catch limits that never exceed the recommendations of the Scientific & Statistical Committee

· Protecting habitats important to managed species

· Full accountability for all removals

· Industry-funded observers

· Frequent stock assessments 

· Precautionary approach in the face of uncertainty

· Considering impacts on fishing dependent communities

· Open and transparent process including robust public involvement

· Promoting safety of life at sea

We feel that this approach has contributed greatly to the fact that Alaska has no finfish stocks listed as overfished. We have no stocks subject to overfishing. And there are no stocks approaching an overfished condition. Changing environmental conditions are the limiting factor for the two stocks of crab that are currently listed as overfished. However there are still significant protection measures in place and neither stock is subject to overfishing. 

The success of our approach is evident in the fact that Alaska accounted for 56% of total US commercial fishery harvest and 36% of total ex-vessel value in 2011. The combined value of Alaska seafood exports and retail sales in the US is estimated at $6.4 billion. The Alaskan seafood industry directly employed 94,000 workers who earned $2.8 billion in wages. If you include indirect employment, the jobs total is closer to 165,800, accounting for $15.7 billion in economic output stemming from Alaska’s seafood industry. In short, the seafood industry is by far the largest private-sector employer in Alaska and in many remote communities it is the backbone of the local and regional economy.

Over the past several years this Committee has heard many ideas for how to improve MSA. One of the key components of MSA has always been to empower the Regional Fishery Management Councils to manage fisheries within their region. We want to see this continue. We firmly support the Council system in general and the North Pacific Fishery Management Council in particular. 

Many regions of the country have called for increasing flexibility. While we feel this is a good idea in concept, the end goal must still be to generate optimum yield for fisheries that are in good shape and to rebuild those stocks that are depleted. Limiting the management tools available to the Regional Councils is contrary to providing flexibility and should be avoided. 

We support increased options for the use of electronic monitoring. 

We support the current composition of the North Pacific Fishery Management Council and do not support the concept of specific user-group seat designations. 

We want to voice our strong support for maintaining adequate funding for stock assessments. 

We support funding for ocean acidification research so that we are better able to understand changes in seawater chemistry and how those changes might impact fisheries. 

We support maintaining the confidentiality of proprietary data provided by fishermen and seafood processors for management purposes.

We support the increased use of cooperative research. 

And we support streamlining the regulatory process so that decisions made by the Regional Councils can be more quickly implemented by Executive Branch agencies. 

In general,  MSA is working well in the North Pacific. While we understand this may not be the same feeling in some parts of the country, we don’t want to see a radical overhaul of the Act. If you ultimately choose to make substantive changes, please do so cautiously so that the success we’ve had in the North Pacific is not jeopardized.

In conclusion, thank you again for the opportunity to testify today. I request that my written testimony be included in the record and I would be happy to answer any questions. 


