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1.5.1.2  Special request Advice May 2010  

SUBJECT New information regarding small cetaceans, marine mammals, seabirds, 
and sensitive habitats and impact of fisheries  

Advice Summary  

New information is summarised on bycatches of marine mammals. New information is also provided on trends in 
seabird populations and the locations of habitats sensitive to fishing pressure.  

Request  

Provide any new information on the impact of fisheries on other components of the ecosystem including small cetaceans 
and other marine mammals, seabirds and sensitive habitats.  

ICES Advice  

i. During 2008, bycatches of harbour porpoises, common dolphins, bottlenose dolphins, long-finned pilot whales 
and striped dolphins were reported under Regulation 812/2004. The minimum bycatch estimates for common 
dolphins and harbour porpoise bycatch in the Celtic Sea/Bay of Biscay regions were 1100 and 1300 animals 
respectively. Information on bycatch was also available from sources other than the reports made by Member 
States under Regulation 812/2004. 

ii. Few quantitative estimates are available of small cetacean bycatch in fisheries in the Mediterranean and Black 
Sea. Nonetheless, such bycatches are widely documented in stranding surveys and in interviews with 
fishermen. Information from the Black Sea indicates that harbour porpoises are the most frequently recorded 
bycaught cetacean; in the Mediterranean Sea, bycatches of common and striped dolphins, as well as some 
bottlenose dolphins, are the most frequently reported.  

iii. The the Saimaa ringed seal population (c.280 animals in 2005) continues to decline due, in part, to reduced 
weaned pup survival caused by entanglement in gillnets.  

iv. Bycatches of the critically endangered Mediterranean monk seal continue to occur in fisheries in Greek waters. 
The most recent population estimate of monk seals in these waters is about 150 200 individuals. 

v. The annual bycatch mortality of wintering seabirds in the coastal gillnet fisheries in the Baltic Sea and the 
North Sea is estimated to be between 100 000 and 200 000 birds. During 2006 2009, the total seabird bycatch 
in the gillnet and longline fisheries of Mecklenburg-Vorpommern (including catches in the adjacent German 
EEZ) was estimated to be between 15 880 to 18 165 birds per winter season (November May) between 2006
09. The seabird bycatch in the spring herring fishery in Greifswald lagoon (February May) was estimated to 
be between 904 and 2034 birds. 

vi. In 2009, ICES advised that several of EU populations of breeding seabirds were declining, including 
populations of northern fulmars and black-legged kittiwakes. The reduction in fulmars may be related to their 
bycatch in longline fisheries. Declines in kittiwake numbers elsewhere have been linked to depletion of their 
prey by fisheries. The causes of the declines of all species warrant further investigation. 

vii. Additional areas of sensitive habitats, including cold water coral and sponge communities have been described 
on the Rockall Bank and on the Hebridean Slope, as well as in the Cantabrian Sea. These areas of habitat are 
within depths that can be fished.  

Recommendations  

i. ICES could provide advice to the Commission on the various approaches to establishing specific conservation 
and management objectives to manage the impacts of fisheries on marine mammal and seabird populations. 

ii. There is currently no seabird bycatch reporting requirement within European regulations so that overall the 
information available on this is limited. Until the Commission requires the reporting of information on seabird 
bycatch, (such as through an EC Plan of Action), ICES will have difficulty in providing adequate advice on the 
impacts of fisheries on seabird populations. 

iii. ICES advised in 2009 of the need for explicit conservation and management objectives for managing 
interactions between fisheries and marine mammal populations. This advice has not been acted upon. Lacking 
these objectives, ICES is unable to properly consider the impacts of these interactions in its management 
advice. 
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Basis of advice  

Background  

This request forms part of the European Commission s Memorandum of Understanding. This asks that ICES bases its 
advice on an ecosystem approach. This will be implemented incrementally so that any information on the interactions 
between fisheries, the fish stocks and the marine ecosystem is considered and incorporated in the advice as it becomes 
available; specifically taking ecosystem and environmental considerations into account...ICES will: ...b) Provide any 
new information on the impact of fisheries on other components of the ecosystem including small cetaceans and other 
marine mammals, seabirds and sensitive habitats.  

i. New information on cetacean bycatch  

Table 1 summarises recent cetacean bycatch estimates derived from monitoring programmes implemented under 
Regulation 812/2004. In several cases, the estimates are not accompanied by confidence intervals nor coefficients of 
variation and therefore should be interpreted as guideline estimates only. Where estimates are available for two or more 
fisheries, the bycatch totals are given by species and region. Further details on the reported numbers of bycatch 
incidents and the numbers of individuals in each incident by fishery category are presented in Table 3, based on the data 
obtained from national reports on cetacean bycatch monitoring under regulation 812/2004.  

Table 1 Bycatch totals for species and regions where more than one estimate was available from 
separate fisheries in 2008.  

Member 
State 

Species Fishery Region Bycatch 
estimate 
(2008) 

CV 

Italy Bottlenose dolphin Pelagic trawls (anchovy, 
sardines) 

Adriatic 34 0.66 

France Bottlenose dolphin Pelagic trawls (anchovy, 
sardines) 

Mediterranean 35 (n.a.)    

Regional total 69  
UK Common dolphin Set net fisheries (monkfish, 

turbot, pollack) 
Channel & Celtic 
Sea 

594 0.27 

France Common dolphin Pelagic pair trawl (bass) Channel & Biscay ~300 (n.a.) 

France Common dolphin Pelagic pair trawl (albacore) Biscay ~120 (n.a.) 

France Common dolphin Set nets (monkfish, pollack, 
sole, meagre) 

Biscay ~100 (n.a.) 

Spain Common dolphin Set nets (hake) Biscay 23 0.9    

Regional total 1137  
Netherlands Harbour porpoise Set net fisheries (cod, sole) North Sea ~37 (n.a.)    

Regional total 37  

Ireland Harbour porpoise Set net fisheries  Celtic Sea ~160 (n.a.) 

UK Harbour porpoise Set net fisheries (monkfish, 
turbot, gadoids ) 

Channel & Celtic 
Sea 

838 0.27 

France Harbour porpoise Set nets (monkfish, pollack, 
sole, meagre) 

Biscay ~350 (n.a.)    

Regional total 1348  
France Long finned pilot 

whale 
Pelagic trawls (albacore) Biscay ~90 (n.a.) 

France Striped dolphin Set nets (monkfish, pollack, 
sole, meagre) 

Biscay ~50 (n.a.) 

France Striped dolphin Pelagic trawls (anchovy, 
sardines) 

Mediterranean ~70 (n.a.) 

 

ii. Cetacean bycatch in the Mediterranean and Black Sea  

Monitoring programmes involving at sea observations of fishing activity now exist in Spain, France, Italy, Slovenia and 
Ukraine. Such programmes have only recently been implemented and only a few preliminary estimates of total bycatch 
are available. In most cases, Council Regulation (EC) 812/2004 prompted the implementation of these monitoring 
programmes, In addition to the records of bycatch shown in Table 1, bycatches have been widely reported anecdotally; 
bycatch information is also available from systematic strandings surveys and interviews with fishermen. In many cases 
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the frequency of bycatch events remains unclear. Additional evidence from strandings reveals that cetacean bycatch 
occurs in several countries including Albania, Algeria, Bulgaria, Montenegro, Romania, and Turkey. ICES is aware that 
bycatch data also exist for other countries where cetacean stranding networks are operating. These countries include 
Croatia, France, Greece, Israel, Italy, Spain and Tunisia. Direct contacts with fishermen have yielded observations and 
minimum bycatch estimates in several countries including Bulgaria, Romania, Turkey, Ukraine, Israel and Algeria. In 
the Black Sea, the harbour porpoise is the cetacean most frequently recorded as bycatch; in the Mediterranean Sea, 
bycatches of common and striped dolphins, as well as bottlenose dolphins are the most commonly reported.   

iii. Saimaa seals  

ICES notes that the Saimaa ringed seal population experienced an exceptionally low birth rate in 2009. The present 
population size is thought to be about 260 seals, lower than the most recent published estimate of about 280 seals in 
2005, suggests that the population is in decline. After the weaning period in May and June, young seals when foraging 
have frequently become entangled in fishing nets. In 2010, to reduce the entanglement mortality of weaned pups, the 
Finnish Government banned net fishing in c.1500 km2 of Lake Saimaa (area 15.4 30.6 ) from mid April to end of June.   

iv Mediterranean monk seal Monachus monachus  

Karamanlidis et al. (2008) provide historical and recent bycatch estimates of monk seals in fisheries in Greek waters, 
based upon data collected through questionnaires and also via necropsies. Entanglement of sub-adult seals in static gear 
(both nets and lines) continues to be a major threat to the species in its main distribution area in the north-eastern 
Mediterranean. About 150 200 Mediterranean monk seals inhabit Greek waters, which is a substantial fraction of the 
current global population of about 350 450 individuals (Aguilar and Lowry, 2008).  

v. Wintering seabirds  

Although there is no overall requirement to report seabird-fishery interactions, a review (Zydelis et al., 2009) of 30 
studies reporting bird bycatch in coastal gillnet fisheries in the Baltic Sea and the North Sea region found that between 
100,000 and 200,000 seabirds are killed per year. Another study during 2006 2009 estimated that the seabird bycatch in 
the gillnet and longline fisheries of Mecklenburg-Vorpommern (including catches in the adjacent German EEZ) ranged 
between 15 880 to 18 165 birds per winter season (November May). Seabird bycatch in the spring herring fishery in 
Greifswald lagoon (February May) ranged between 904 and 2034 birds. All of these estimates lack of data on total 
fishing effort and highlight the need for further development of assessment tools and methodologies.  

vi. Breeding seabirds  

As reported in ICES (2008b), many seabird populations in several parts of European seas are currently declining. In 
waters west of the United Kingdom (OSPAR Region III), population levels below 75% of their long-term averages 
were observed in all but one year between 1988 and 1992 and in all years since 2002 (Figure 1). In 2008 and 2009 the 
following species were below 75% of their long-term mean abundance: roseate tern, European shag, herring gull, Arctic 
skua, black-legged kittiwake, northern fulmar, great black-backed gull, razorbill, and common guillemot. Five species 
showed substantial declines. Several of the nine species have been affected by fisheries, either directly (e.g. bycatch of 
fulmars on long-lines) or the indirectly (e.g. depletion of black-legged kittiwake prey by fisheries).  

ICES has developed indicators for seabird populations in waters west of the United Kingdom (OSPAR III). As these 
indicators are scientifically sound and are performing well, it would be useful to extend these indicators to other areas. 
The causes of seabird declines require further investigation, including evaluating changes in the availability of prey 
species. For example, low abundance of sandeels off the east coast of Britain may be responsible for poor breeding of 
black-legged kittiwake colonies in this region, but would not explain similar poor performances at colonies in western 
Britain where black-legged kittiwakes tend to feed on other species of fish.  
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Figure 1 The proportion of species (n=12) breeding on coasts of western Britain and in Ireland that were 
within 75% of their long term levels of abundance during 1986 2009.  

vii. Habitats particularly sensitive to fishing activity  

New data are available on the presence of sensitive habitats, such as those comprising of cold water coral and sponge 
species, on the Rockall Bank, on the Hebridean Slope and in the Cantabrian Sea. These data have been obtained from 
trawl surveys, dedicated video surveys, and surveys of seafloor reflectivity and depth.   

Extra information  

New information on the location of habitats sensitive to bottom-fishing gear.  

1. Rockall Bank and Hebridean Slope  

Data on the locations of corals taken as bycatch in bottom trawl surveys (n=102) during 2000 to 2009 were provided by 
Marine Scotland (FRS) (Figure 2). The depth range of these sites is from 180 to 1800 m. 
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Figure 2 Presence of coral taxa on Rockall Bank and the Hebridean Slope based on trawl survey bycatch 
data collected during 2000 to 2009 (Data source: FRS-MSS). White: Scleractinia, Green: 
Pennatulacea, Pink: Gorgonacea, Blue: Stylasterid Lace corals, Black: Antipatharia.  

Additional data on corals on Rockall Bank (Figure 3) were available from video camera tows conducted at various 
locations across the Bank during 2005 2008. This sampling work was part of an annual collaboration between Marine 
Scotland (FRS), the Joint Nature Conservation Committee (JNCC) and the University of Plymouth. The camera tows 
typically were for 500 m in length. The Department of Trade and Industry (DTI) (now Department of Energy and 
Climate Change: DECC) Strategic Environmental Assessment (SEA 7) of the Irish Sea also funded camera surveys in 
this area and these videos were assessed by JNCC for the presence of corals The Scottish Fisheries Federation (SFF) 
also provided information on corals collected or observed during trawling operations from the 1970s to 2008.   
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