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F I S H E R I E S

Sustainable fisheries management means more than seasons and harvest
levels. It also means protecting important habitat areas to help maintain
a healthy ecosystem. Protecting important marine habitat areas not only
helps to support sustainable fisheries, but also promotes biodiversity and
provides for other species. Alaska’s comprehensive approach to sustainable
fisheries management includes significant efforts to protect marine habitats
by partially or totally restricting human and fishing activities in key areas.
In Alaska, there are thousands of square miles of protected marine habitat.

W H AT I S A
MARINE PROTECTED AREA ?

MPAs are a critical element of Alaska’s
ecosystem-based fisheries management.

M

arine Protected Areas (MPAs) are important
tools in managing fisheries and other human
activities in the ocean. Examples of American
MPAs include national marine sanctuaries, national
parks and wildlife refuges, many state parks and
conservation areas, and a wide variety of fishery
management closures. MPAs are used extensively
in Alaska fisheries management.
The generic term “Marine Protected Area”
(formerly called “area closure”) can mean several
different things, but it always refers to a closure
of some part of the marine environment to some
type of human activity. More than 1,500 MPAs
have been established by federal, state, and
territorial authorities.
MPAs have been established to meet several

goals, including conservation of habitat and
biodiversity, increased scientific knowledge,
educational opportunities, recreational activities,
maintenance of ecosystem services, protection of
cultural heritage, and fisheries management.
MPAs are a critical element of ecosystembased fisheries management, which is being
developed and promoted as the new approach
to managing fisheries in the U.S. and elsewhere.
For fisheries management, MPAs are used to
control exploitation rates of target species, protect
spawning and nursery areas, improve sustainable
yields, reduce bycatch of non-target species,
protect benthic habitat from disturbance by fishing
gear, ensure against uncertainties, and conserve
genetic diversity, among other objectives.

Material for this brochure was taken from: Witherell, D.&D. Woodby 2005, “Application of Marine Protected Areas for
Sustainable Production and Marine Biodiversity off Alaska;” Marine Fisheries Review 67(1):1-27

H O W A R E M PA S U S E D I N
A L A S K A’ S F I S H E R I E S M A N A G E M E N T ?

In total, there are over 40 named MPAs in
waters off Alaska, encompassing thousands
of square miles.

As used in Alaska fisheries management,
MPAs can be grouped according to their primary
objective:
• Protection of ecological structure and
function
• Habitat conservation
• Protection of vulnerable stocks
• Improvement of scientific understanding
and cultural resources
In total, there are over 40 named MPAs in
waters off Alaska, many of which include multiple
sites. Taken together, these MPAs encompass
virtually all federal waters off Alaska. In addition,
there are numerous and extensive MPAs in state

waters. There are thousands of square miles of
area with fishing restrictions as a result of these
various MPA designations. For example:
• 571,000 square nautical miles of seabed
are closed to bottom trawling.
• Commercial salmon fishing is prohibited
in more than 1.5 million square nautical
miles of ocean space.
• Approximately 58,000 square nautical
miles are closed to mitigate impacts to
Steller sea lions.
• The Aleutian Islands Habitat Conservation
Area encompasses 277,100 square
nautical miles.

This chart is an example of the wide variety of Marine Protected Areas that are enforced by U.S. federal law
and Alaska state law, and strictly adhered to by the commercial fishing industry. In addition to these MPAs, there are
many other zones that are closed to fishing on a year-round or seasonal basis.

Year-Round Closures in the North Pacific

Newly Adopted Closures For
Essential Fish Habitat Conservation
AK Seamounts Marine Reserve
GOA Slope Habitat Conservation Area
Al Coral Gardens Marine Reserves
Primnoa Coral Marine Reserve

SOURCE: North Pacific Fishery Management Council

W H O E S TA B L I S H E S A N D
C O N T R O L S M PA S ?

Fisheries management in the North Pacific
region is a model for other U.S. waters.

In the federal waters of the United States
(3 to 200 nautical miles offshore), MPAs are
usually established by one of the regional fishery
management councils that were authorized by
the Magnuson-Stevens Fishery Conservation and
Management Act. In the Alaska region, the North
Pacific Fishery Management Council (NPFMC, or
Council) bears this responsibility. MPAs (and other
regulations) developed by the Council are enforced
by the National Marine Fisheries Service (NMFS).
NPFMC has established many MPAs in
federal waters off Alaska, and they are an important
component of the Council’s precautionary
approach to sustainable fisheries management.
These MPAs are permanently designated in the
federal Fishery Management Plans for the crab,
scallop, salmon, and groundfish (pollock, cod,
flatfish) fisheries.
In state waters (0 to 3 nautical miles off-

shore), the coastal state has primary authority
for fisheries management generally, and for
MPAs specifically. In Alaska, the Alaska Board
of Fisheries (or Board) enacts regulations
and establishes MPAs. These regulations are
enforced by the Alaska Department of Fish and
Game (ADFG).
The Board has enacted closures of state
waters for research purposes, and to conserve fish
stocks, protect habitat, reduce bycatch, provide
subsistence and recreational harvest opportunities,
and regulate harvests. These closures have been
applied to fisheries for salmon, herring, crab,
and groundfish fisheries, among others.
The International Pacific Halibut Commission
has authority to enact conservation measures,
including MPAs, for the Pacific halibut fishery
along the west coast of Canada and the U.S.,
including Alaska.

A R E A L A S K A’ S M P A S
USEFUL AND SUCCESSFUL ?

MPAs have a long history of effective use
in Alaska fisheries management.

Sustainable production has been maintained
in the groundfish fisheries, and conservation and
allocation issues involving bycatch of vulnerable
species has been addressed. Also, in many cases,
MPAs have shown benefits to the conservation
of habitat and biodiversity.
The U.S. Commission on Ocean Policy considers
fisheries management in the North Pacific region
to be a model for other U.S. waters. Strict catch
quotas for all managed
target and non-target
species, coupled with
an effective monitoring
program, form the
foundation of the fishery
management program
of NPFMC and NMFS.
Other management
measures, including

MPAs, effort limitation, rights-based programs,
community development programs, and protected
resources considerations combine to provide a
comprehensive fisheries conservation and
management program.
Finally, it must be pointed out that the
establishment and maintenance of these Alaska
MPAs has generally enjoyed the support of the
stakeholders in the fisheries, most especially the
commercial fishing
industry. In other words,
the government and
the industry share the
common goal of precautionary, sustainable, ecosystem-based fisheries
management, and they
both recognize the vital
role played by MPAs.

M PA R E F E R E N C E I N F O R M AT I O N

• The complete reference work by Witherell and Woodby
(from which material for this brochure was excerpted)
is available for free download at:
http://spo.nmfs.noaa.gov/mfr671/mfr6711.pdf
This is a comprehensive list and discussion of the application of
MPAs for sustainable production and marine biodiversity off Alaska.
• An excellent source of information on MPAs is: www.mpa.gov
• Other information is available at the website of the North Pacific
Fisheries Management Council and NOAA:
http://www.fakr.noaa.gov/habitat/default.htm
http://www.fakr.noaa.gov/protectedresources/default.htm
http://www.fakr.noaa.gov/npfmc/current_issues/efh/efh.htm
http://www.fakr.noaa.gov/npfmc/current_issues/HAPC/HAPC.htm
http://www.fakr.noaa.gov/npfmc/current_issues/BSHC/BSHC.htm
• For information regarding MPAs in State waters and the
Alaska Department of Fish and Game’s Programs:
http://www.adfg.state.ak.us/news/99-02/7-24-02.php
http://www.adfg.state.ak.us/special/mpa/mpa_home.php
http://www.boards.adfg.state.ak.us/fishinfo/news/mprot.php
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