FOCUS ON THE

AVIAN DEMOGRAPHY UNIT

The Avian Demography Unit undertakes bird research in partnership with BirdLife South Africa

Saving
= Seabirds

n the early 1990s concern began to

grow over the numbers of seabirds,

especially albatrosses, being killed by
longline fishing vessels in the Southern
Ocean. Reports also began to emerge of
substantial seabird mortality from long-
liners in other parts of the world: the
North Atlantic, in Alaskan waters,
around Hawaii in the North Pacific and
off the coasts of southern Africa, South
America, Australia and New Zealand. It
was clear that seabird mortality from
longlining was a global issue.

This realisation has spawned a num-
ber of initiatives. Governments, NGOs,
inter-governmental bodies such as fish-
ery management organisations, and the
fishers themselves have become involv-
ed in plans to reduce the mortality. In
1999 the Food and Agriculture Organiza-
tion of the United Nations (FAO) adopt-
ed an International Plan of Action for
Reducing Incidental Catch of Seabirds in
Longline Fisheries (abbreviated to IPOA-
Seabirds). The IPOA-Seabirds is a volun-
tary instrument which encourages the
countries that undertake longline fish-
ing to develop their own National Plans
of Action (NPOA) to reduce this mortality
by following the guidelines set out in
the international plan.

With financial support from the FAO,
South Africa has assessed its longline
fisheries and produced a draft NPOA for
its seabirds. This was written by John
Cooper of the Avian Demography Unit
and Peter Ryan of the Percy FitzPatrick
Institute, on contract to the South
African government. The plan of action
has been released for public comment,
following a well-attended stakeholders’
workshop in January (see www.environ-
ment.gov.za and click on ‘fishing’).

The Marine Stewardship Council (MSC)
has this year commenced an assessment
of South Africa’s hake trawl fishery. If
this assessment shows that the fishery is
sustainable, and that it is properly man-
aged in terms of the MSC’s criteria,
including in respect of bycatch, then
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South Africa’s NPOA-Seabirds will help protect Grey-headed Albatrosses,
among other seabird species, which breed at the Prince Edward Islands.

South African hake will command a pre-
mium price on the European and other
markets. If the adoption of the NPOA for
seabirds results in a significant reduction
in the number of seabirds killed in long-
line fisheries, then these fisheries could
also apply to be assessed by the MSC, to
the combined advantage of the birds, the
fish and the fishing industry.

South Africa will soon be joining the
international Agreement on the Conser-
vation of Albatrosses and Petrels (ACAP),
so as to be able to improve the conserva-
tion status of seabirds that visit local
waters and breed at the sub-Antarctic
Prince Edward Islands. South Africa’s
NPOA for seabirds will be a major contri-
bution to its activities within ACAP, and
will confirm its place among the leaders

within the fishing nations of the world
in working towards saving seabirds.
Mitigation measures which can reduce
seabird mortality in longline fisheries to
insignificant levels already exist and have
been shown to work at little cost or change
of practice to the industry. The challenge
now is for their willing adoption so that
South African fishers can continue to catch
fish on longlines in the presence of alba-
trosses and other seabirds, and leave these
birds unharmed to fly southern seas.
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