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Interviewer, Phil Zavadil

Phil Zavadil:
My name is Phillip Zavadil.  I’m a co‑director for the tribal government of St. Paul’s ecosystem conservation office.  

Interviewer:
On St. Paul, right?  

Phil Zavadil:
On St. Paul Island, Alaska – St. Paul Island, Pribilof Islands, Alaska.  

Interviewer:
To get your perspective on some of the same questions we asked Debbie.  

Phil Zavadil:
Okay.  

Interviewer:
And for instance – so where we started with Debbie was how do you feel about the state of the fur seal today?  

Phil Zavadil:
Okay.  Let me think.  

Interviewer:
Okay.  

Phil Zavadil:
The state of the fur seal today in my opinion is poor at best compared to what it was when I first arrived here and previous years.  And in going back, if you look before Russians first came to the island, when there was an estimate of four to six million fur seals on the Pribilof Islands compared to today, where they’re around 800,000 or a little bit less than that.  So yeah.  

Interviewer:
It’s interesting.  About four to six million?  I’ve heard that was – well some people are – 

Phil Zavadil:
Guessing –  

Interviewer:
Yeah, I read somewhere that the _______ in the Pribilofs was about 2.5 million.  Is that correct?  

Phil Zavadil:
I haven’t heard that.  This is numbers based on I guess not me personally looking into the numbers, but based on other people looking into the history or the projection of what, based on historical documents, what people projected, what the numbers were.  Since there wasn’t at that time any scientific approach to doing population studies back in the 1700s.  

Interviewer:
So when did you first come here, Phil?  

Phil Zavadil:
My first time here was in March of 1998.  

Interviewer:
Okay.  And so what kind of changes have you seen since you’ve been here?  In terms of the population or even certain rookeries if you want to go into that.  

Phil Zavadil:
Overall just a dwindling number of seals on all the rookeries on St. Paul Island.  Less females.  Less pups being born.  And this is all based on visual observation.  If we go into the actual scientific studies and population assessments, the numbers correspond with people’s visual observations of what’s happening.  And a shift in more recent years, the past year to two years, even the ________, the non‑breeding male fur seals, have been declining.  We’ve noticed that in the subsistence harvest where the harvestable males, two to three‑year‑olds, aren’t there.  


Later on in the season people notice yearlings coming in and mainly it’s male yearlings that come in, and those haven’t been seen in numbers as they once were.  Even within the past four or five years.  

Interviewer:
There’s obviously a variety of factors that could be affecting the population decline in fur seals and could you sort of talk a little bit about that?  What are some of the factors and do you think some are more pertinent than others?  If some are more effective than others?  

Phil Zavadil:
Well, in my opinion, factors that are affecting the fur seal are a number of ’em and we don’t know for sure, can’t prove scientifically what they are at this point because there hasn’t been the research to do so.  But some of those factors are the level of fishing effort in and around the Pribilofs.  The climate change that we’ve been experiencing and the regime shifts in the 70s, 80s and 90s.  In addition to –  

Interviewer:
That’s fine, ’cause the one _________ which ones might be having more of an affect than others.  

Phil Zavadil:
In my opinion there’s a number of effects that may be affecting the fur seal population.  None of them we can say for sure right now or prove scientifically.  But based on observation, the level of fishing effort in and around the Bering Sea and Pribilof Islands is one possible effect that may be contributing to the decline of the fur seal, as well as climate change, past regime shifts in the 70s, 80s and 90s, in addition to other harvests that have happened, whale harvests, over exploitation of other fish species that are not currently fished now.  


Have all probably contributed to the decline that we’re seeing in the fur seal population on the Pribilof Islands.  

Interviewer:
And so talk about some of the effects of the fishing.  I know that fishing isn’t primarily the effect, but I’ve also understood and been hearing about, you know, say we were to shut down the pollock industry right now.  Obviously the pollock would then explode, which seems like they’re ahead of all the other species right?  There’s more pollock than ever before.  Maybe talk a little bit about the strategies, in terms of trying to get a better cooperation between people that wanna save the seals and people that wanna be able to fish, and yet the American economy and everything too.  

Phil Zavadil:
Well in regard to looking at the effects, I know right now we’re working cooperatively under a contract with the National Marine Fisheries Service to revise the Northern Fur Seal Conservation Plan, which the last time it was updated was 1993.  In there, it talks about analyzing, specifically looking at the interactions of fishing effort and fur seal foraging.  That has not been done to date, mainly because the funding hasn’t been there to conduct that research.  If the funding was there, I think we would have the information we need to make better management decisions in regard to the fur seals, as well as the fisheries.  


Currently, with the pollock industry and the pollock fishery which, based on past scientific studies of scat analysis at least for St. Paul, the fur seals on St. Paul, it’s been determined about 90% of their diet is pollock.  With the pollock industry – right now the biomass based on information I’ve read, the biomass has never been as high as it is now with the pollock biomass in the Bering Sea.  And associated with that is a fishing quota of pollock that keeps on increasing.  Because the biomass keeps increasing.  


Which logically you’d think okay, if the biomass is increasing, the industry’s taking out a certain portion, a very conservative portion of that biomass.  There should still be enough food for fur seals to forage off of.  


Those springs in the chair.  Where was I going with this?  

Interviewer:
You were talking about how there’s – if there’s no food for the – because pollock is a large percentage of the fur seal diet, theoretically there’s enough food for the fur seal, and then –  

Phil Zavadil:
Right.  And in my best guess, the reason why the pollock biomass as it is so high today is because of past effort of fishing of other fish such as herring and caplan that fur seals, as well as ____ sea lions might have at that time foraged off of, but those fisheries have been overharvested.  It’s determined they were overharvested, overfished, and have declined significantly in or are almost non‑existent.  


We’re seeing that now with opilio crab, or snow crab as it’s commonly called, which there hasn’t been a direct study on the level of fishing of that particular species and the cause for the decline.  But as the quota increased and it sustained at a high number, and within a certain period of time you saw this decline in the numbers based on trawl surveys that are done by the National Marine Fisheries Service.  And to this day, those numbers remain low.  And that I can contribute directly to the overharvesting of those crab.  


And that can be pointed to other fishing efforts within other parts of the world, within parts of the United States, as well as within the Bering Sea and Alaska.  And I think what needs to happen is we need to learn from those trends.  And know when to say, “Okay, we’re taking too much.”  Even if there’s a lot out there, we need to be very conservative with our numbers and how much we take, not only because humans are relying on those species to exist, but there are other species, marine mammals, other fish, that are relying on those same resources that we harvest.  


And in order to have a healthy ecosystem, we need to provide for – I don’t know where I’m going with that.  

Interviewer:
Both the – both human and the fish, you know –  

Phil Zavadil:
Yeah –  

Interviewer:
And the wildlife, yeah.  You said that 90% now of the fur seal diet is pollock.  And you touched a little bit about potentially herring and caplan may have been part of the diets, too.  Traditionally, what did fur seals eat, and has their diet shifted because the fisheries shifted?  And I also was interested –  

Phil Zavadil:
I can’t answer that.  

Interviewer:
Oh, you can’t?  

Phil Zavadil:
No.  

Interviewer:
Okay.  I was interested in the –  

Phil Zavadil:
I’m more familiar with sea lions for whatever reason.  

Interviewer:
Okay.  

Phil Zavadil:
Than I am fur sealing.  

Interviewer:
How ’bout the story about the seal tasting different because they were eating salmon on St. George?  

Phil Zavadil:
I’d rather not talk about that one either.  

Interviewer:
Okay.  Okay.  The fur seal is in trouble.  So are you worried about the future of the fur seal, and what sort of efforts are being done to help with that?  

Phil Zavadil:
What was the question again?  

Interviewer:
Are you concerned about the future of the fur seal and what efforts are being done to prevent their decline?  

Phil Zavadil:
As far as my concern about the fur seal and what the future holds for the fur seal, based on past population numbers that have been conducted by the National Marine Mammal Laboratory, from ’98 to 2002, there was a decline each year for the entire fur seal population on the Pribilof Islands averaged out to about 5% each year.  Which means over a four-year period, the Pribilof Islands fur seal population has declined by 20%.  


That is very alarming to me.  This year we’ve seen even a further decline based on visual observation, traditional knowledge gathering if you will, based on experiencing over time what the population is doing.  I can it’s declined at least by 5% again this year, even though these population assessments were not conducted.  I’m concerned if we continue to see this trend – and I have a concern that it’s gonna increase at this point, that 5% each year – I think over the next year or so we’ll increase, it’ll go to 6%, then 7%.  And so we’re gonna see a drop in the fur seal population faster than we have in the past four years.  


And if it gets to a number – I’m gonna pull out in my head – 500,000, I think we’re gonna be looking at a population that will need to be listed as an endangered species.  And once that’s done, we’re not gonna have so much control I guess in bringing that back.  It’s gonna be mandated by the Endangered Species Act that we do everything we can to recover that population.  This may affect the level of fishing effort in the Bering Sea.  The different fisheries that are going on, even the local halibut fishery may be affected if it gets to that point.  


And there has been lessons learned and I think we’re still learning with what’s happened with the western stock of Stellar Sea Lions and them being allowed to get to a critically endangered population level and not having a choice and flexibility in the management and decision making to bring that species back into recovery, or at least to reduce the decline that’s happening and have the population stabilize at a certain level.  So I think we need to do what we can now before the population gets to a critical point.  


And as far as efforts being done locally to help with the declining population and making sure that population doesn’t get to a critically endangered place or status, some things are our office is doing – the Ecosystem Conservation Office – one, on a small scale we’re – let’s see.  We’re involved in looking for seals that become entangled in marine debris and removing that marine debris.  And in some cases, it’s become a significant portion of the population that has been entangled.  Based on the sheer numbers.  


Last year, I believe it was .32% of the male population was estimated to be entangled in marine debris.  Well that .32% may not seem significant, but when you times that by 800,000 seals, think of how many seals could potentially be entangled in marine debris.  And we know based on past studies if that marine debris is not removed, the seal will die from that entanglement.  And there is a high success rate if the debris is removed, that the seal will live.  And should I mention that it’s male fur seals that are mostly entangled?  Think they –  

Interviewer:
You mentioned that that was the percentage of –  

Phil Zavadil:
Okay –  

Interviewer:
Male seals that are.  If you wanna continue and talk about other efforts _______ meetings or scoping meetings or –  

Phil Zavadil:
Right –  

Interviewer:
That kind of stuff.  

Phil Zavadil:
Some other efforts that are being done to conserve the fur seal or protect the fur seal from further declines, one being a process that we’re involved with conservation groups, other island entities, and fishing industry, is the Pribilof Islands collaborative.  Where we’re trying to get stakeholders or people that are concerned about what’s going on in the Bering Sea to address some of these issues that people here locally have, as well as conservation groups and fishing industry have in regards to population declines, changes in the Bering Sea, and other things that are happening in the Bering Sea.  


And hopefully through this collaborative effort, we can work together to address some of these issues and come up with real solutions that will be long-lasting instead of temporary band-aids, I guess, that have been mandated in some cases by law or by regulation that end up leaving no room for flexibility or end up hurting other species or causing harm to humans or the economic health of communities that depend on the resources in the Bering Sea.  


So hopefully through this process, this collaborative process, we can avoid some of those past mistakes that have been made.  

Interviewer:
Is this the process that – is the World Wildlife Fund and the Nature Conservancy team dealt with this, the Pribilof –  

Phil Zavadil:
Yeah –  

Interviewer:
Cooperative?  

Phil Zavadil:
Some of the people participate in the Pribilof Islands collaborative include local entities, the tribal government of St. Paul, the Central Bering Sea Fishermen’s Association, the native village corporation, _______ Corporation, or TDX as they’re often referred to as.  And some of the environmental groups, conservation groups that are involved in this process include World Wildlife Fund, the Nature Conservancy, Alaska Marine Conservation Council, the Ocean Conservancy, and a number of others.  And industry, and we talk about the fishing industry, there’s a variety of aspects of that industry.  


And the ones that have participated so far have been people from United Catcher Processors, the pollock fleet, the local fleets, and other CDQ groups, community development quota groups that have participated.  

Interviewer:
So do you –  

Phil Zavadil:
No, I was going to go on to the EIS thing ________ – 

Interviewer:
Oh okay, go for it –  

Phil Zavadil:
Go on.  Right now we’re undergoing an environmental impact statement on the subsistence harvest itself.  And that was brought about in the need to evaluate the take range for subsistency harvested fur seals on the Pribilof Islands.  And that’s something mandated by regulation that needs to be evaluated every three years.  In the past, the past 15 or how long, ’83?  How long is that?  ’83 to 2006 –  

Interviewer:
Twenty years.  

Phil Zavadil:
The past 20 years that’s been evaluated by conducting an environmental assessment, and usually it’s been about a five‑page document that says in summary that the subsistence take of juvenile male Northern Fur Seals has no effect on the population.  And that was good up until this past year, when the National Marine Fisheries Service through a variety of discussions, interactive discussions with them, determined that an environmental impact statement would be needed to reauthorize the harvest, reauthorize the take ranges for the subsistence harvest of fur seals.  


And we’re gonna be holding some public scoping meetings to talk about that process.  And what that means.  And the alternatives that we’re gonna be looking at include status quo, continuing with the existing regulations.  Eliminating some of the regulations and keeping some of the regulations that might need to be kept.  Or eliminating all the regulations under the Code of Federal Regulations regarding the subsistence harvest and some other aspects of the management of fur seals by the National Marine Fisheries Service on the Pribilof Islands.  


And our office, the Ecosystem Conservation Office of the tribal government of St. Paul, is gonna be looking to eliminate most of the regulations.  Which means that we won’t be bound to regulation, but there’ll be something else that needs to be set in place to take over those regulations.  And what that would be is a co‑management process.  In June of 2000, the tribal government of St. Paul and National Marine Fisheries Service signed a co‑management agreement which is allowed for under Section 119 of the Marine Mammal Protection Act to manage for both subsistence purposes and other purposes, in our case Northern Fur Seals and Stellar Sea Lions.  


And what that has allowed us to do is become more of a major player in the decisions that go on in regard to the health of the fur seal, in regard to what’s happening with their population.  

Interviewer:
Okay.  

Phil Zavadil:
I was gonna say – 

Interviewer:
___________.  

Phil Zavadil:
Yeah.  

Interviewer:
Okay.  

Phil Zavadil:
I was just gonna say the environmental impact statement process, not only looking at the regulation and the take range for the subsistence harvest of fur seals, is also required to look at the cumulative effects upon the fur seal population for the Pribilof Islands.  And those cumulative effects being the impact or possible impacts from fishing effort in and around the Pribilofs and Bering Sea, climate change, and any other factors that may affect the population.  And we hope some of those cumulative effects and that discussion will be brought up at the scoping meetings that will be held on the islands.  As well as people’s ideas or concerns about the regulations and change in the regulations or elimination of the regulations.  

Interviewer:
Okay, cool.  

Phil Zavadil:
Did that wrap it up?  

Interviewer:
Yeah, I think so, yeah.  Okay, so –  

Phil Zavadil:
I knew I was –  

Interviewer:
I have the same question I had for Debbie then for you at the very end there, which is just out of curiosity, this is the question I need to ask people here is do you think that commercial fishing would be where it is today if the government still ran commercial fur seal harvests here on the islands?  Would the quotas be as high?  Would there be as much of an effort up here around the Pribilofs specifically as opposed to the Aleutians or whatever.  

Phil Zavadil:
I think if the federal government ran commercial fur seal harvests today, the level of fishing in and around the Pribilofs and the Bering Sea would not be the same.  For a number of reasons, I think there would definitely be more money put into research to find out the level of interaction between what’s happening with the population and the fishing effort.  And with that money, I think we would have the research that would probably indicate there is some type of interaction there.  There may be some type of impact going on with the level of fishing effort that’s happening in the Bering Sea now in and around the Pribilofs, in and around the foraging area of fur seals, and a relation between the decline and the level of fishing effort in the Bering Sea.  


And I think if the government was operating the harvest today, the money would be put into that research to look at that being a potential effect, as well as there would be more studies on what’s happening with climate change and how that is restructuring or possibly restructuring the ecosystem within the Bering Sea.  But I think the government would have –  

[End of Audio]
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