
 
 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

Mr. Eric Sklar, President  

California Fish and Game Commission  

P.O. Box 944209 

 Sacramento, CA 94244-2090 

 

Agenda Item 24 A: Committee and Department Reports, Marine Resource Committee 

 

Dear President Sklar and Members of the Commission, 

  

The undersigned organizations are concerned about the high levels of bycatch in set gillnets. The 

unintended catch and discarding of dead or injured marine life is widely considered among the top 

ecological impacts of fisheries – contributing to population impacts and a reduction in marine 

biodiversity. To combat this, the California Department of Fish and Wildlife (CDFW) identified set gillnets 

as a top management priority due to their ecological risks due to bycatch, habitat impacts, and target 

species vulnerability, with the gear type ranking #1, #3, and #4 in CDFW’s ecological risk assessment1. 

   

 



 
 

California’s set gillnets have among the highest discard rates—by the number of animals—of any fishery 

in the country. According to federal fishery observers, 64 percent of all animals caught are discarded, 

and over 50 percent are discarded as dead. Over the last 15 years, conservative estimates indicate more 

than 230,000 animals in total have been discarded in the set gillnet fishery; however, using commercial 

fish landings data to estimate total catch, the number of discarded animals could be as high as 2 million. 

More than 125 species are caught, including ecologically important sharks and rays, sea lions, dolphins, 

and seabirds 2, 3, 4. This fishery has been documented to catch endangered leatherback sea turtles 5 and 

has been involved in large whale entanglements off California 6, 7. Furthermore, 70 percent of the 

discarded fish and shark species do not have population assessments. In halibut-targeting set gillnet 

trips, California halibut accounts for just 10.6 percent of all animals caught 8. 

   

Because of the bycatch concerns, this gear type was banned within state waters by a 1990 California 

ballot proposition and banned off Central California by the California Fish & Game Commission in 2002. 

However, set gillnets still operate relatively unchecked in federal waters off Southern California but are 

still under the jurisdiction of the California Fish & Game Commission. 

   

We are all interested in supporting and enjoying seafood sourced from local California anglers. However, 

set gillnets have a disproportionate impact on marine species relative to hook-and-line gear that targets 

halibut, and 87 percent of California halibut commercial fishers already use hook and line gear 9. 

Discarding dead, undersized halibut in set gillnets impacts commercial and recreational anglers who 

target halibut with cleaner gear types. 

 

We rely upon fishery managers and policymakers to ensure that all seafood is responsibly harvested in 

ways that support recreation, other fisheries, and the unique marine biodiversity along California’s 

coastline. The Marine Life Management Act (MLMA) includes bycatch acceptability criteria that are 

fleshed out in a detailed bycatch inquiry in the MLMA Master Plan for Fisheries, giving resource 

managers the tools to identify bycatch concerns and implement measures to minimize bycatch. In the 

context of these criteria and based on publicly accessible federal observer data and other bycatch 

information, we request the Commission to formally determine that the types and amounts of bycatch 

in set gillnets are unacceptable. The term “unacceptable” is not intended as a value judgment on the 

fishery or participants; instead, it represents a legal threshold, as written in the Marine Life 

Management Act (MLMA) (Fish and Game Code Section 7085), that is intended to initiate management 

action. 

   

We ask the Commission to take action by formally determining the bycatch associated with Set Gillnets 

to be “unacceptable,” implement solutions to protect California’s marine biodiversity, and support 

selective methods to target California halibut by our fishing communities. 

 
Sincerely, 

Uko Gorter       Joy Primrose  

President                                                      President  

American Cetacean Society (National)                           American Cetacean Society Oregon Chapter 

 

Cary Strand       Catherine Kilduff 

Community Outreach Coordinator    Senior Attorney 

American Cetacean Society San Diego Chapter   Center for Biological Diversity 



 
 

   

Andrew Johnson      Natalie Parra 
California Representative     Digital Media and Communications 

Defenders of Wildlife      Dolphin Project 

 

Andrea A. Treece      Dan Silver 

Senior Attorney, Oceans Program         Executive Director 

Earthjustice       Endangered Habitats League 

 

Ashley Eagle-Gibbs     Pamela Heatherington 

Legal and Policy Director     Director 

Environmental Action Committee of West Marin   Environmental Center of San Diego 

 

 

Emily Parker       Jason Schratwieser 

Coastal and Marine Scientist     President 

Heal the Bay       International Game Fish Association 

 

Michael Quill      Kimberly Ray 

Marine Programs Director     Founder & CEO 

Los Angeles Waterkeeper     Marine Conservation Network 

 

Francine Kershaw      Greg Helms 

Senior Scientist      Manager Fishery Conservation 

Natural Resources Defense Council    Ocean Conservancy 

 

Dawn Bishop       Kurt Lieber 

CEO        President 

Ocean Conservation Waves of Freedom   Ocean Defenders Alliance 

 
Geoff Shester       Courtney Vail 

California Campaign Director     Campaign Director 

Oceana       Oceanic Preservation Society 

 

Trysten Loefke       Ann Dalkey 

Conservation Committee Chair     President 

Palomar Audubon Society     Palos Verdes/South Bay Audubon Chapter 

 

David Weeshoff      Brian Elliott 

Conservation Chair      Conservation Director 

Pasadena Audubon      Pomona Valley Audubon Society 

 

Evelina Marchetti      Chance Cutrano 

Chief Operating Officer      Director of Programs 

Project O       Resource Renewal Institute 

 
James Peugh       Erica Donnelly-Greenan 

Conservation Chair      Executive Director 

San Diego Audubon Society     Save Our Shores 

 

 

Scott E Thomas      Stefanie Brendl 

Conservation Vice Chair     Executive Director 

Sea and Sage Audubon Society    Shark Allies 



 
 

 

Michael Bear       William Tippets 

Community Science Director     Board of Directors 

Shark Stewards      Southwest Wetlands Interpretive Association 

 

 

Laura Walsh       Gilly Lyons 

California Policy Manager     Officer, Conserving Marine Life in the U.S. 

Surfrider Foundation      The Pew Charitable Trusts 

 

Erin Politz       Scott Webb 

Vice President       Advocacy & Policy Director 

The SeaChange Agency     Turtle Island Restoration Network 

 

 

Harry P. Lynch       Lisa Gilfillan 

Chief Executive Officer      Ocean Conservation Manager 

WildAid       WILDCOAST 

 

Karla Garibay Garcia     Lynn Adams 

Senior Conservation Manager     President 

Azul        Pacific Beach Coalition 

 

Dr. Alissa Deming 

VP Conservation Medicine and Science  

Pacific Marine Mammal Center 
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