Agenda Item H.5.a
Supplemental HC Report 1
March 2025

HABITAT COMMITTEE REPORT ON
CORDELL BANK CONSERVATION AREA REVISIONS — FINAL

The Habitat Committee (HC) received a presentation from Jessi Waller on this agenda item,
including a brief discussion on Agenda Item H.5.a, NMFS Report 1. The HC supports the
recommendation from NMFS to move the existing 100 fm coordinates around the bank from the
Groundfish Conservation Area into the regulations at 50 CFR 660.73 to maintain the “100 fathom
ring” around Cordell Bank that prohibits large footrope trawl gear in the area.

Of particular interest to the HC, the Preliminary Draft Environmental Assessment (H.5 Attachment
1) highlights potential adverse effects to habitat from trawl and non-trawl gear types in section
3.1.2. As noted in that section, adverse effects on habitat depend upon the intensity of fishing, the
distribution of fishing with different gears across habitats, and the sensitivity and recovery rates of
specific habitat features. Sensitive habitats are known to occur within the action area, including
hard substrate (i.e., rocky reef habitat area of particular concern (HAPC)) and deep-sea corals and
sponges. For various reasons, including limited time and data, a quantitative analysis to augment
the existing information was not feasible for this effort. However, recently available information,
including that contained within the national Fishing Gear Effects on Marine Habitats Database,
contains relevant information that could be used to supplement the existing analysis. It is worth
noting that the information in Section 3.1.2 summarizes information captured in the Pacific Coast
Groundfish FMP and is thus general in nature, whereas our proposed updates are pulled from a
limited number of recent references and are, as a result, more specific. The HC suggests the
following text and references be added to the end of Section 3.1.2 to update information on
biogeochemical cycling, derelict fishing gear, plastic pollution, and habitat recovery rates:

Current research on the effects of trawling indicates that trawl gear can substantially impact
benthic habitats through the removal of marine invertebrates, modification of natural habitats,
resuspension of sediments, and alteration of oxidation of stored organic matter (Scieberras, et
al. 2016, Hiddink et al. 2017, Bradshaw et al. 2021, and Epstein et al. 2022). Lost or derelict
fishing gear from various gear types contributes to marine debris, which can have diverse
adverse effects on marine habitats and essential fish habitat (Do and Armstrong 2023, Amon
et al. 2020, Richardson et al. 2019, Carvalho-Souza et al. 2018, Ragnarsson et al. 2017).
Sensitive habitats, such as rocky reef HAPCs and deep-sea corals and sponges, can be
particularly vulnerable to impacts, including scouring, breaking, smothering, entanglement or
ghost fishing (Nama et al. 2023, Amon et al. 2020, DuPreeze et al. 2020, Carvalho-Souza et
al. 2018, Ragnarsson et al. 2017, Arthur et al. 2014). However, species have also been shown
to use marine debris as refuge (Nama et al. 2023, Carvalho-Souza et al. 2018). Derelict gear
also contributes to the amount of plastic marine debris and the associated negative effects on
marine ecosystems (Do and Armstrong 2023, Nama et al. 2023, Amon et al. 2020, Ballesteros
et al. 2018). Larger macroplastics can cause both direct (e.g., entanglement, physical damage,
substrate coating, and intestinal blockage) and indirect (e.g., pathogen introduction) impacts
(Nama et al. 2023, Ragnarsson et al. 2017), though some deep-sea corals have been observed
growing on plastic debris (Amon et al. 2020, Ragnarsson et al. 2017). Information on effects
from derelict fishing gear on microplastic (i.e., plastic particles less than 5 mm) pollution is
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limited (Do and Armstrong 2023). However, there is evidence that microplastics can result in
negative effects to coral species, including reduced calcification, prey capture, growth rates,
and immune function, and increased exposure to chemical contaminants (Nama et al. 2023,
Amon et al. 2020).

Recently available information shows recovery rates vary due to multiple factors, including
gear and habitat type, which is consistent with previous conclusions in the Groundfish FMP.
For instance, a study conducted by Goode et al. (2021) found habitats achieved almost
complete recovery from a trap fishery. In contrast, a quantitative synthesis of trawling in 24
regions worldwide performed by Pitcher et al. (2021) found average recovery rates ranging
from 0.29 to 0.68 along a gravel to mud gradient. Lower recovery rates in habitats with higher
gravel composition were attributed to higher proportions of longer-lived species found in more
stable gravel habitats. In addition, a large-scale assessment of the status of benthic invertebrate
communities exposed to trawling performed by Mazor et al. (2020) reported relatively high
benthos status levels of 0.80 to >0.95, noting this deviated from other study results reporting
higher impact rates (Hiddink et al., 2017; Amoroso et al., 2018; Sciberras et al., 2018). Baco
et al. (2019) observed multiple signs of recovery (e.g., coral regrowth from fragments, higher
abundances of benthic megafauna) in seamounts that had been protected for more than 30 years
compared to sites still exposed to fishing pressure.
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