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Karin Holser, Interviewer

Karin Holser:
I’m Karin Holser and I’m a volunteer for Fish and Wildlife Service and I caretake the National Marine Fishery Service’s building here, and I’m the coordinator for the Pribilof Island’s stewardship program which is a summer program for the kids.
Interviewer:
Okay, and how many years have you been on the Pribilofs?

Karin Holser:
We started the stewardship program in 1993 so the summer of ’93 and ’94 I was out here and then I moved out permanently as the caretaker in 1995 and I’ve been here permanently ever since.

Interviewer:
Okay.  Cool.  Alright.  Absolutely, so yeah, we’re ready whenever you are so – 

Karin Holser:
I don’t know where to start.  I guess I’ll start with, in my eight years of living her permanently on the island I definitely have seen a change in the status of the fur seals.  They’ve decreased, in my opinion, and just the other day an elder stopped at the store and asked “Karin, where are all the seals?  Have they gone to Japan?  Have they gone to Russia?  The numbers are way down.”  So obviously other people are seeing it too that the numbers are not what they used to be historically and just in my eight years they’re definitely not what they were.  And I, I have a feeling it’s, there’s a lot of factors that contribute to it, but one of them is that National Marine Fishery Service is managing the fisheries commercially under Department of Commerce and therefore trying for the big dollars and they’re also having to manage the marine mammals which eat the fish and I just see that as a major conflict of interest.  I don’t think that you can manage a marine mammal that eats fish and a commercial fishery under the same auspices.  I think there needs to be some checks and balances and I don’t think we’re getting that.  


Now where do you want me to go?  I mean – 

Interviewer:
Yeah, and so – 

Karin Holser:
I’m trying to keep it short so – 

Interviewer:
No, and feel free to, you know, again don’t let that limit you.

Karin Holser:
Okay.

Interviewer:
Feel free to expand on things as you see appropriate and so from there, yeah, let’s go on to so there’s a potential conflict in interest, so what effects is that having on the seal?  Is, how, are the seals suffering because of that?  What’s happening these days now?

Karin Holser:
And I think through this conflict of interest we end up with not as much attention being paid to the marine mammals, therefore the Steller sea lion went on to the endangered species list and I think the fur seal’s going the same way if we don’t hurry up and do something, and we don’t have an excuse this time.  The fur seals, used to be 80 percent came to the Pribilofs to have their young and now we’re down to maybe 65 percent of the world’s northern fur seals come here because the numbers have decreased so much and they’re coming here, they aren’t going everywhere else in the Baring Sea so there’s not going to be the excuse of not knowing what’s going on.  We have the potential of knowing more than we do, but we have not had the budget.  


Sea lions got $40 million, fur seals got 100,000 this last year for research.  It’s just, it’s not working.  Something needs to be done and it needs to be done quickly or the fur seals are going to be put on the endangered species list along with the harbor seal and other seals and marine mammals that are all suffering.  And like Terry Spraker says, he’s got this great analogy with a puppy that you put a backpack on and you send him across the river and he swims fine and then you put a rock in the backpack and he makes it and you put another one and he makes it, you put another one and he makes it, finally you put a rock in and he drowns.  Well, which rock drowned him?  They all did.  They all contributed, but if you can take one rock out and keep the puppy from drowning, then you can do something.  


Well, if we look at the sea lion issue that nobody seems to be able to come up with an answer, we have all kinds of rocks: we have pollution, we have the fishing taking away the food source, we have climate change, we have regime shift, we have all kinds of options of things that are causing the decline.  But if there’s the one rock that we can keep them from drowning which, to me, is the fishing, that’s something we can do something about, we can pull back, we can limit the amount of fishing.  We can change fishing habits, we can do something about that, and I just don’t think we’re giving that enough attention.  

If you look at the Steller sea lion environmental impact statement that they did, they pushed all the Pollock fishing from sea lion habitat and now overlayed it directly onto the fur seal eating areas, and it says in that environmental impact statement that all their alternatives are going to have a negative effect on fur seals, and yet we’re allowing it.  We’re not doing anything.  I just think that we’re heading for a huge train wreck and I think the crash is going to be as severe and the sea lions, only this time I think they’re going to look, National Marine Fishery Service, is going to look far worse because 80 percent of them came here to these islands.

Interviewer:
And so, yeah, that’s great.  That was very good, very good way to put it.  Concise, you know – 

Karin Holser:
Did I get passionate?

Interviewer:
No, it’s good.  It’s good.  And I just want to say so, so when, you know, maybe we could talk about the sea lion, so the sea lion when they went on the endangered species list and they, a lot of those fisheries got closed down to the Aleutians, right?  So where did all those fishing boats go?  I mean where has the fleet gone and what kind of impact does that have?  And is that pattern that the fishing vessels have left the Aleutian chain, the offshore Aleutian chain there close to the mainland of Alaska and now moved north, do you think that has a direct effect on what’s going on with the fur seal?
Karin Holser:
Well with the Steller sea lion going on the endangered species list they took measures for the fishing industry through the environmental impact statement and through court and all the different ramifications that came up, it was to do measures on the fishing industry, but unfortunately it didn’t really change much.  It didn’t change the take that they were allowed to take, alls we did was we shifted them from one area down by the Aleutian chain and in around sea lion rookeries and shifted them into other waters, which just happens to be they’ve all come up here around the Pribilofs.  And we also changed their seasons.  It used to be just a winter fishery, now it’s a year round fishery.  So now not only are they in the waters around the Pribilofs just in the winter could have been maybe okay.  The fur seals wouldn’t have been here, but now they’re here year round and I mean we have them trawling three miles off St. George’s coast and they’re dragging over people’s halibut lines.  So you’ve pushed this fleet right into our back yards into the fur seal’s habitat and, you know, just think what it’s going to do to them, just like it did to the sea lions.  They don’t go together, I don’t think. 

Interviewer:
So – 

Karin Holser:
In my opinion they don’t anyway.

Interviewer:
– we’re seeing a direct effect of the fleet moving north to the decline of the fur seal population.

Karin Holser:
Well, yeah, it’s one of the rocks.  It’s one of the rocks in the backpack.  You know, whether you can say it’s absolutely this is what’s causing the decline.  I mean the seals have been declining since 1970’s on St. George.  They have never come back.  They got put on the depleted, through the Marine Mammal Protection Act, they got put in 1988, I believe it was, on the depleted list and they’ve never rebounded, they’ve never come back from that.  And you know, I mean if the 1993 fur seal conservation plan that was done, if that had been implemented, in that plan it talks about looking at the fisheries impact on fur seals.  

If that plan had been implemented maybe we wouldn’t be sitting here today talking about a fur seal decline, maybe they would’ve stabilized and actually not been decreasing and gotten to a point where at least we weren’t going downhill anymore, we were flattening out, but we never implemented that.  And on St. George they haven’t had a commercial fur seal harvest since 1972 and yet their seals have always gone down, St. Paul there’s a little blip, they went down and kind of stabilized and now they’re going down again.  St. George they’ve always gone down.  Well, St. George is closer to the fishing fleet, closer to the canyon, closer to where the trawlers three miles off their shore.  

So, to me, yeah, it says there is a relevance.  I, you know, I can’t prove it, but to me it says it’s there.  And if you also look at the numbers of fur seals right now on St. George are at the 1921 level, 1911 is when we passed the international treaty, the Fur Seal Treaty to stop the pelagic sealing because the numbers were so low.  We’re at 1921 levels and going down on St. George.  Just this year the bull counts were down 13 percent.  We’re headed down folks.  

[End of audio] 
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