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NSEDC Board Urges ADF&G to Close 2020 Norton 

Sound Red King Crab Commercial Fishery 
In a difficult decision, NSSP will not purchase crab in 2020 due to the stock's reproductive failure 

NOME-The Norton Sound Economic Development Corporation (NSEDC) Board of Directors made a difficult decision at 
·the 2019 4th Quarter Board Meetings in Nome to suspend Norton Sound Seafood Products' (NSSP) Norton Sound red
king crab buying operations for the 2020 winter and summer seasons. In the unprecedented decision, the board also
voted to have NSEDC advocate to the Alaska Department of Fish and Game (ADF&G) and the Alaska Board of Fisheries to
close the fishery for the 2020 fishing season for the preservation of the Norton Sound red king crab stock.

"We are going to see a decline in reproduction," Northern Norton Sound ADF&G Advisory Committee Chair Charlie Lean
told the board. ''Trawl surveys can't find male crab. Commercial and subsistence crabbers can't find male crab. Female
crab can't find male crab. I am concerned." In 2019, for the first time since 2012, ADF&G observer data showed there
were more female crab with no or few ·eggs than there were with large clutches of eggs. Many females with no eggs
indicate there aren't enough male crab to fertilize females. Lean worked as ADF&G Nome Area Management Biologist
for 15 years and assisted in management of the Norton Sound red king crab fishery in its early years. "The same
situation happened in 1982 with the Norton Sound red king crab stock. Crab were overfished and the fishery crashed. It
took 15 years for the population to recover. If we continue to make it worse, we could suffer for a long time," he said.

ADF&G plans to open the 2020 Norton Sound Red King Crab fishery with an anticipated Guideline Harvest Level (GHL) of
170,000 pounds, an increase from last year's quota. ADF&G's current regional management expressed its reticence to
alter the current harvest strategy or quota without seeing another year of harvest data. NSEDC's biologists and board
members believe the red king crab stock may not weather another year of commercial harvest.

Lean and biologists from NSEDC's Norton Sound Fisheries Research & Development (NSFR&D) department fear another
year of commercial fishing could put the fishery unacceptably at risk and have it face a similar fate to those crab fisheries
that were wiped out in Kodiak, the Gulf of Alaska, and most recently for the St. Matthews Island blue king crab stock.
These crashes were due to lack of conservative management action. "The department (ADF&G) is relying too heavily on
the prediction of the Norton Sound red king crab model," NSFR&D Director Wes Jones said. ''They're not looking close
enough at all the other indicators that show a stock in stress."

Historically, Norton Sound red king crab populations crashed in three other time periods since the fishery began in the
late 1970s. In the last crab crash in 1999, it took three generations for the crab populations to recover. "There will be
impacts of the 2019 crab fishery crash, but those impacts will be worse, and perhaps irreversible, if commercial fishing
continues," Jones said. "There are numerous examples from across the state that prove that crab stocks, once
overfished, may never recover."

The 2019 Norton Sound commercial red king crab fishery was devastating for regional fishermen, with 82,335 pounds
harvested in the combined winter and summer commercial fisheries compared with an average harvest of more than

"NSEDC will participate in the Bering Sea fisheries to provide economic development through 
educatio11, employment, training a11djina11cia/ assistance to 011r member communities." 
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