Seabird mitigation measures do work! 

Marine life, including seabirds, turtles and sharks, can co-exist with longline fisheries, provided that fishing companies, skippers and fishers are rigorous in their use of simple by-catch mitigation measures. 

This was one of the strongest messages conveyed by Samantha Petersen of Birdlife South Africa, who discussed some of the findings of her research at a recent meeting of the South African Network for Coastal and Oceanic Research (SANCOR). 

Petersen is based at the Percy Fitzpatrick Institute of Ornithology at the University of Cape Town. She is one of the co-ordinators of a project which is assessing the scale of the by-catch problem in regional longline fisheries and devising simple measures to try and avoid the senseless killing of seabirds, turtles and sharks. 

The project is funded by the Benguela Current Large Marine Ecosystem (BCLME) Programme and is implemented by Birdlife South Africa and the World Wildlife Fund. 

Petersen paints a grim picture when she notes that 19 of 21 species of albatross are threatened with extinction. Although pollution, human disturbance, habitat destruction and introduced predators such as rats and mice all contribute to the desperate plight of the elegant gliders, it is longline fishing that poses by far the biggest threat to their survival. An estimated 300 000 seabirds die on longline hooks each year.  

Petersen’s description of turtle by-catch is equally disturbing: around 200 000 loggerhead turtles and 50 000 leatherback turtles are hooked by pelagic longliners globally per annum. Not all of them die. 

Leatherback and Hawksbill turtles are critically endangered, while loggerhead, green turtles and olive ridley turtles are endangered. 

There is also mounting global concern for sharks which are caught in large numbers by pelagic longliners. Thirty six species of threatened sharks frequent South Africa waters. Nineteen of these are taken as by-catch or directed catch in the pelagic longline fishery. 

One of the difficulties facing Petersen and her colleagues as they try to muster support for the use of simple by-catch mitigation measures in the regional longline fishing industry is the fact that the capture of seabirds and turtles is a relatively rare occurrence on longline fishing boats. Hundreds, or even thousands of fish may be landed before a turtle or seabird is hooked. The problem is that seabirds and turtles migrate over vast distances – very often they circumnavigate the world. Their incredible journeys regularly bring them into contact with the global fishing industry. If they’re not caught off South Africa, they have a good chance of being caught elsewhere. 

“Small numbers add up when we consider the fishing fleet or the region,” explains Petersen. 

South Africa has been relatively progressive about introducing measures to minimise by-catch in its longline fisheries. It is in the process of developing a National Plan of Action aimed at reducing the by-catch of seabirds and sharks in its waters. It has also ratified the Agreement on the Conservation of Albatrosses and Petrels (ACAP) and the Conservation Measures for Marine Turtles of the Atlantic Coast of Africa. 

In reality, however, the implementation of these lofty plans and agreements is less than ideal. Although the deployment of mitigation measures for reducing seabird by-catch is a permit condition in the longline fisheries, Petersen and her colleagues have found that compliance is very low. Setting lines at night is a permit condition, but fisheries observers have reported that less than 20 percent of the fishing fleet complies with this condition. Similarly, less than 10 percent of the fleet uses bird scaring lines (tori lines). 

Fishers are, however, not totally to blame, says Petersen:

“Permit conditions are vague,” she says, explaining that there’s no hard and fast definition of what a bird scaring line is. And, although fishing lines are supposed to be “appropriately weighted”, what this actually means is anyone’s guess. There is poor enforcement of permit conditions and a low awareness of bird, turtle and shark by-catch issues among skippers and crew.

One of the most attractive aspects of Petersen’s research is that she’s not just assessing the scale of the by-catch problem, she’s also trying to come up with cost-effective mitigation measures that work for fishers. 

Petersen and her colleagues are currently testing different types of tori lines with a view to developing a design that is simple to use and works well in South African conditions. They’ve also been experimenting with various line weighting regimes so that they can make recommendations to fishers about how to get their lines to sink more quickly. If baits sink rapidly to a depth where albatrosses and petrels can no longer dive (13m for white chinned petrels, 7 metres for shy albatross), then the chances of catching seabirds on longline hooks is dramatically reduced. 

Tori lines have been shown to reduce seabird by-catch by up to 80 percent, but Petersen emphasises that they must be deployed correctly if they are to work effectively and not interfere with fishing operations. 

Although they have not been tested to the same extent as the seabird by-catch mitigation measures, there are ways in which the fishing industry can avoid catching turtles. For instance, using fish rather than squid as bait and setting gear deeper than 40m can be effective. Tests are underway to see whether the use of circle hooks can make it easier to release turtles alive and tools are available to make this procedure quicker and less damaging to turtles. 

The biggest challenge undoubtedly lies in raising awareness among fishers. Petersen and her colleagues have been working with fisheries observers to improve awareness of by-catch issues in the longline fisheries and their work with the fishing industry will continue. 

“Our work with giant petrels has shown that a well managed fishery, complying with mitigation measures can in fact coexist quite happily with pelagic seabirds,” concludes Petersen. 
Caption 1: Setting lines at night can dramatically reduce the number of albatrosses, but not petrels, that are killed by longliners. Petrels feed at night as well as during the day. 

Caption 2: Weights help baited hooks to sink fast, keeping them out of the reach of albatrosses and petrels which can dive to depths of 7m and 13m respectively. 

Caption 3: Samantha Petersen of Birdlife International is trying to find a solution to the seabird bycatch problem. 
Caption 4: Albatrosses fight over a piece of bait. 

Caption 5: Globally, about 50 000 leatherback turtles are killed by longliners each year. Pic credit: Claudio Velasquez. 

