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WILD ALASKA POLLOCK 101





ÅWild Alaska Pollock is in the Order ï Gadiformes, Family ï 

Gadidae and Genus - Gadus. The scientific name is Gadus 

chalcogrammus.

ÅThis makes it a member of the Cod family, and is more closely 

related to Atlantic cod than Pacific cod is.

ÅPrior to 2016, the scientific name was Theragra 

chalcogramma, but taxonomists, using new DNA technology, 

declared it was more appropriately classified in the Gadus 

genus. 

ÅIt is the only member of the Gadus genus that is not allowed to 

be called a ñcod.ò 

ÅWhile you will still see references to Theragra chalcogramma, 

the Gadus chalcogrammus name is almost universally 

accepted today.
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ÅWild Alaska Pollock are found from the Sea of Japan (Japan and 

Korea), up through the Sea of Okhotsk and Western Bering Sea 

(Russia), and then throughout the Bering Sea, Gulf of Alaska (US) and 

the Northeast Pacific Ocean (US and Canada west coasts). There are 

small populations in the Arctic Ocean both north of the Bering Straits 

and north of Norway and Russia.

ÅThe highest populations are in the Sea of Okhotsk, the Bering Sea, 

and the Gulf of Alaska. This is where the major fisheries are located.
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ÅWild Alaska Pollock can live up to around 12 years of age.

ÅWild Alaska Pollock are fast-growing fish up to about five years (4 to 5 lbs 

and about 25 inches in length), then the growth slows markedly.

ÅWild Alaska Pollock are highly fecund (i.e. they have a high rate or 

reproductivity). A large, mature female can lay up to 15 million eggs each 

year! This allows them to recover from low stock levels very quickly if 

environmental conditions are right.

ÅTypically, the biomass (total weight) is made up mostly of one or two year 

classes.

ÅOne of the primary sources of food for adult Wild Alaska Pollock are 

juvenile Wild Alaska Pollock. Thus, by removing adult fish, the fishery 

increases the survival of immature fish and allows for the next big year 

class to enter the fishery.

ÅWild Alaska Pollock become sexually mature between 3 to 5 years of age. 

That is also when they start to be targeted by the fishery.
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ÅThe size of the Wild Alaska Pollock biomass is somewhat cyclical, with it 

increasing as a big year class enters the fishery, then is eventually replaced by 

the next big year class.

ÅThe Eastern Bering Sea (EBS) typically represents about 90% of the total 

biomass (and hence total harvest) of Alaska Pollock in US waters. The other 10% 

is in the Gulf of Alaska (GOA).

ÅBiomasses in the EBS range from lows of 5 million mt to almost 12 million mt.

ÅThe current biomass estimates are 10.2 million mt in the EBS and 1.15 million mt 

in the GOA. 
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ÅJuvenile Wild Alaska Pollock primarily feed on zooplankton krill and 

copepods. They rely on ñupwellingò (cold water coming up from the bottom 

and spreading across the continental shelf) to produce large amounts of 

food.

ÅAs noted, adult Wild Alaska Pollock feed on small forage fish, especially 

juvenile Wild Alaska Pollock.

ÅAdult pollock are prey for seabirds, other fish such as cod, and marine 

mammals (i.e. northern fur seals and Steller sea lions).

ÅHowever, they are not the preferred prey for marine mammals as they 

prefer, and thrive, on more oily fish such as herring.
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ÅFisheries that occur in US territorial waters (3-200 miles from shore) are managed under 

the Magnuson Stevens Fisheries Conservation and Management Act (MSA), which was 

first enacted in 1976.

ÅThe MSA created eight regional fishery management councils. The jurisdiction of the North 

Pacific Fishery Management Council (NPFMC) is all the federal waters off Alaska.

ÅThe Council is made up of 11 voting and 4 non-voting members.  WA, OR and AK have 

three voting seats filled by the heads of each of their fish and game departments.

ÅOne member is the regional director of the National Marine Fisheries Serviceôs AK Regional 

office.

ÅSeven are appointed by the governors of each state (five for Alaska and two for 

Washington State).

ÅAppointed members are from industry or other stakeholders.
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ÅThe MSFCMA placed the authority to manage US fisheries with the Secretary of 

Commerce. The management within the Department of Commerce (DOC) is done by the 

National Oceanographic and Atmospheric Administrationôs Fisheries (NOAA Fisheries) also 

called the National Marine Fisheries Service (NMFS). 

ÅInteraction with the NPFMC is largely through the NOAA Fisheries Alaska Regional Office.

ÅThe Council makes management and quota recommendations to the Secretary of 

Commerce. These recommendations are almost always approved.
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ÅThe Council recommends management measures including setting of Acceptable Biological 

Catch (ABC), Total Allowable Catch (TAC), and the level of fishing that would constitute 

ñoverfishing.ò

ÅThe Council also establishes other management measures, such as incidental catch limits, 

gear restrictions, and time and area restrictions that set where and when fishing is allowed 

to occur. 

ÅThe terms of fisheries management for Wild Alaska Pollock are set out in the Bering 

Sea/Aleutian Islands and Gulf of Alaska Groundfish Fisheries Management Plans.

x
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ÅDuring the summer, fisheries scientists from NOAA Fisheries survey the Alaska pollock 

biomasses using hydroacoustic and trawl surveys in the summer to estimate the size of the 

biomass.

ÅIn the fall, Plan Teams made up of scientists from NOAA use sophisticated models to 

recommend the ABCs in November.

ÅThe Council and its Scientific and Statistical Committee establish the ABC and TAC for 

each species and send those recommendations to the Secretary of Commerce for approval 

in December.

x
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ÅIn 1998, Congress passed the American Fisheries Act (AFA).

ÅPrior to this, individual companies and vessels competed against one another for the quota 

(open access). The objective was to catch as much as you can, as fast as you can, before 

others could.

ÅThis led to low yields, fishing in dangerous conditions, lower quality product and higher 

incidental catch rates and waste.

ÅThe AFA provided anti-trust protection, allowing each sector to form ñcooperativesò that 

allowed sector members to divide the sector quota between themselves.

ÅOnce assured of a percentage of the catch, companies were able to slow their harvesting 

and focus on quality, worker safety, increased yields and reduced incidental catch. The 

objective of each company became maximizing the value from each ton of fish harvested.
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ÅOnce the Eastern Bering Sea TAC is set, NOAA apportions the TAC as follows:

ḬCommunity Development Quota (CDQ) ï 10% of the quota is apportioned to six 

groups representing 65 rural Western Alaska communities.

ḬA small amount is apportioned to other fisheries that take Wild Alaska Pollock as 

bycatch.

ḬAfter the above, the remainder is apportioned as follows:

Inshore (50%) ï Vessels that deliver to Shorebased processing plants in 

Dutch Harbor and Akutan

Catcher Processors (40%) ï Vessels that catch and process at sea

Mothership Processing (10%) ï Vessels that deliver to processing ships at sea
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ÅShorebased Processors Ɖ Trident Seafoods, Unisea, Westward Seafoods, Northern Victor 

(owned by Westward), Alyeska Seafoods (also owned by Westward)

ÅCatcher Processors - American Seafoods, Trident Seafoods, Glacier Fish, Arctic Storm/Arctic 

Fjord, Coastal Villages Region Fund (Northern Hawk)

ÅMothership Processors  Ɖ Phoenix Processor Limited Partnership (PPLP), Golden Alaska 

Seafoods

ÅCatcher Vessels Ɖ Vessels that deliver to shorebased and mothership processors 
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The Gulf of Alaska fishery ended the year with and overall shortfall of 56,245 mt.
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ÅAs a highly regulated industry, the sectors are represented by trade associations. GAPP works closely with 

each.

ḬAt -Sea Processors Association (APA) Ɖ Represents the catcher processor sector

ḬPacific Seafood Processors Association (PSPA) Ɖ Represents the shorebased and mothership 

processors

ḬUnited Catcher Boats (UCB)  Ɖ Represents the catcher vessels that deliver to shorebased and 

mothership processors

ḬMidwater Trawlers Cooperative - Represents vessels delivering to shorebased processors in the Gulf of 

Alaska and Bering Sea

ḬAlaska Groundfish Databank ς Represents shorebased processors in the Gulf of Alaska and vessels 

delivering to those shorebased processors.

ÅAlaska Seafood Marketing Institute (ASMI) Ɖ A public/private partnership between the State of Alaska 

and industry that promotes all Alaska seafood.
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ÅThe US Wild Alaska Pollock fishery is almost universally acknowledged as one of the most 

sustainably managed fisheries in the world.

ÅTransparent/Participatory ï The fisheries management of Wild Alaska Pollock is extremely 

transparent. All meeting are open to the public and any proposed management measure is 

subject to multiple opportunities for public comment and input. Observers on vessels 

monitor target and incidental catches.

ÅKnowledge of the Resource ï Few, if any, fisheries in the world have the level of scientific 

knowledge abut the resource.

ÅConservative Management ï Exploitation rates are among the lowest of any fishery.

ÅAll catches are monitored by third party, independent observers or onboard cameras.
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ÅTACs are NEVER set above the ABCs.

ÅCatches are always weighed using flow scales that are tested every 

day for accuracy.

ÅIndependent observers ensure the flow scales are accurate.

ÅBering Sea Catches have averaged only 14.6% of the catchable 

biomass since U.S. began managing the fishery in 1979.
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ÅThe Wild Alaska Pollock fishery is one of the cleanest fisheries in the world. Over 99% of the 

harvest is Wild Alaska Pollock.

ÅFor decades, every aspect of the Alaska pollock fishery has been intensively studied and 

managed. By any measure, it is recognized as one of the most transparent and accountable 

fisheries in the world. 

ÅWhile bycatch is an unfortunate reality of any commercial fishery, the Alaska pollock fishery has 

ōŜŜƴ ǊŜŎƻƎƴƛȊŜŘ ŀǎ άƻƴŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŎƭŜŀƴŜǎǘ ƛƴ ǘŜǊƳǎ ƻŦ ƛƴŎƛŘŜƴǘŀƭ ŎŀǘŎƘ ƻŦ ƻǘƘŜǊ ǎǇŜŎƛŜǎέ ōȅ ǘƘŜ 

National Marine Fisheries Service. 

ÅNOAA recognizes that wild-caught Alaska pollock is responsibly harvested under U.S. 

regulations. Our fishing operations follow strict protocols to minimize incidental catch. This 

includes having independent federally trained observers on vessels, on-board cameras to 

ensure accurate reporting, and a public database that records the precise catch for each vessel. 
 primary cause of these declines.
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