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June 19, 2015

U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service
P.O. Box 49567
Atlanta, GA 30345

RE: NRDA Draft Phase IV Early Restoration Plan and Environmental Assessments
Dear Trustees:

The Pew Charitable Trusts appreciates the opportunity to submit the following comments on the Draft
Phase IV Early Restoration Plan and Environmental Assessments published by the Natural Resource
Damage Assessment (NRDA) Trustees. We support the proposed Pelagic Longline Bycatch Reduction
project, the first and only Early Restoration project that will directly benefit pelagic fish and other marine
wildlife in the offshore areas of the Gulf of Mexico.

This project is a much-needed first step toward mitigating some of the damage to pelagic marine wildlife
caused by the 2010 Deepwater Horizon oil spill. It will benefit the affected species by reducing pelagic
longline bycatch of spawning western Atlantic bluefin tuna, as well as other threatened species such as
sharks, billfish, sea turtles and marine mammals. At the same time, it will help longline fishermen
transition to more selective fishing gears that will keep them employed and maintain market supply of the
target catch (e.g., yellowfin tuna, swordfish). The proposed $20 million will provide the alternative gears
to fishermen and training on how to use the gears effectively. A recent study found that the alternative
gears, namely greenstick gear and buoy gear, are viable alternatives to pelagic longline gear, effectively
catching ylellowﬁn tuna and swordfish, respectively, while having very low bycatch and bycatch
mortality.

The Gulf of Mexico is the primary spawning ground of the western Atlantic bluefin tuna population, a
stock depleted to just 55 percent of the 1970 level — a time at which industrial fishing had already taken
its toll on the population.” Adult bluefin travel to the Gulf of Mexico for up to six months each spring to
spawn, and bluefin larvae depend on the Gulf’s warm water and eddies for survival.® There are two
known spawning hotspots, one each in the northeastern and northwestern Gulf of Mexico.*
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The oil spill occurred at the peak of the 2010 spawning season in the bluefin’s northeastern Gulf
spawning hotspot. Scientists estimate that the spill degraded 10 to 50 percent or more of the bluefin’s
known Gulf of Mexico habitat.” Research is ongoing, but studies have confirmed that the spill damaged
Atlantic bluefin tuna health, particularly among the early life history stages.® This proposed project will
help to mitigate this damage by protecting an estimated 50.5 metric tons of spawning bluefin tuna. The
January through June proposed repose period is appropriate to cover the time-period when bluefin are
spawning in the Gulf.

Starting April 1, 2015, the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration’s Fisheries Service has
prohibited pelagic longlining in two areas in the northern Gulf of Mexico each April and May to protect
bluefin. This proposed Phase IV project will supplement those gear-restricted areas by compensating
fishermen to extend the spatial and temporal coverage of the new longline closures on a voluntary basis.
To ensure the proposed Pelagic Longline Bycatch Reduction project is complementary to the new
closures, the Trustees are wisely recommending that as a condition of participation in the project,
fishermen may not transfer their Gulf of Mexico bluefin individual bycatch quotas to other fishers in the
Gulf or Atlantic.

On behalf of The Pew Charitable Trusts, we would like to thank the Trustees for the opportunity to
comment on the proposed Phase IV projects. We look forward to continuing to work with the Trustees to
promote a complete transition from pelagic longline gear to more selective alternative gears in the Gulf of
Mexico. Doing so requires changes in the structure of the fleet (e.g., to smaller, more fuel-efficient
vessels) to maximize the profitability of the alternative gears. This proposed Phase [V project is a critical
first step, and we encourage the Trustees to support a full transition of the fleet in one of the later
restoration phases.

Thank you for your time and consideration.

Sincerely,

Lee Crockett
Director, U.S. Oceans
The Pew Charitable Trusts
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